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1. Introduction

Context

The Further Education Reform programme encompasses a range of regulatory,
funding, and policy changes to change the focus, efficiency, and efficacy of
Government-funded further education and skills learning in England. This
programme of reform began early on in Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition
government with the publication of Skills for Sustainable Growth (BIS, November
2010), a strategy documents detailing the underpinning principles and early ideas
behind the Further Education Reform Programme:

o Fairness — Focussing funding on those who need it most by prioritising basic
skills and provision to help unemployed people into work.

o Responsiveness — Greater responsibility for identifying learning needs placed
on employers and individuals.

o Freedom — Removing centrally imposed Government targets, control and
regulation to increase standards, performance and innovation.

“The scale and extent of the reforms set out in this strategy should not be
underestimated. Our aim is to shift profoundly the balance between the state,
businesses and individuals.” Skills for Sustainable Growth, November 2010.

“FE colleges are the great unheralded triumph of our education system. But their
capacity to innovate has been limited ... we will free colleges to innovate and excel.”
John Hayes MP (then Minister of State for Further Education, Skills and Lifelong
Learning), The craft so long to learn: Skills and their Place in Modern Britain, RSA,
26 October 2010.

Skills for Sustainable Growth, as well as providing underpinning principles, set out
priority areas for investment in further education and skills over the course of the
2010-2015 Parliament and beyond. Reforms that followed Skills for Sustainable
Growth were developed in two further key policy documents over the Further
Education Reform Programme period, ‘New Challenges, New Chances’ (BIS,
December 2011) and ‘Rigour and Responsiveness in Skills’ (DfE, BIS, April 2013)

‘New Challenges, New Chances — Further Education and Skills Reform Plan:
Building a World Class System’ was published following a period of public and
stakeholder consultation to detail how the Government would be supporting the
further education and skills sector to meet the objectives and principles of the reform
programme, with the aim of creating a skills system which is better able to meet the



needs of employers and learners. The key measures set out by Government
included:

Students at the heart of the FE and skills system — improving the quality and
availability of information available to help make learners make informed decisions
about the learning opportunities available to them and prioritising government
funding where it can have the most impact on opportunities for learners.

First class advice delivered by the National Careers Service — The National
Careers Service in England (launched in 2012) provides professional, independent
careers advice through an online and telephone helpline offer available to everyone
aged 13 and over and a local face to face offer for adults over 19 (or 18+ if on out of
work benefits) including adults in custody.

A ladder of opportunity of comprehensive vocational education and training
programmes — through progression routes with are clearer, simpler and more
flexible.

Excellence in teaching and learning — New Challenges, New Chances established
the independent Commission on Adult Vocational Teaching and Learning to identify
and promote innovative and effective approaches in the planning, delivery and
assessment of vocational learning. The commission reported in July 2012. The
Independent Review of Professionalism in the Further Education and Skills
Workforce, led by Lord Lingfield, was also established and contributed to reducing
regulatory burdens on further education and skills providers and the government.

Alongside the reform programme, Ofsted introduced a new Common Inspection
Framework for further education and skills in September 2012. This framework
included replaced ‘satisfactory’ as the definition for grade 3 judgements with
‘requires improvement’ and introduced a discrete headline judgement for ‘quality of
teaching, learning and assessment’.

Relevant and focused learning programmes and qualifications — reforms to
simplify and raise awareness of the Qualifications and Credit Framework were
established under New Challenges, New Chances. Alongside these reforms, the
Department for Education changed the way 16-19 learners were funded to an
individual study programme approach and conducted major reforms to the
curriculum and regulations around GCSE and A Level teaching and assessment.

Strategic governance for a dynamic further education sector — to help further
education colleges thrive in a new, more flexible and responsive skills system,
Government removed central controls and regulations placed on college governing
bodies enabling governors to have more control and autonomy over its composition



and relationships with local partners such as Local Authorities and Local Enterprise
Partnerships.

Freedoms and flexibilities — includes a package of reforms to simplify the further
education sector landscape, reduce bureaucracy and remove regulation.

Over the reform period, Government has simplified the FE landscape by reducing
the number of publicly-funded national sector bodies. The British Educational
Communications and Technology Agency (BECTA), Lifelong Learning UK,
Standards and Verification UK, Qualifications and Curriculum and Development
Agency, and Regional Development Agencies have been closed over the reform
period and the Skills Funding Agency and UK Commission for Employment and
Skills have been scaled back.

The Government has also sought to reduce bureaucracy across the sector so that
providers can focus more on delivery than on compliance. The Coalition Government
removed central targets for providers in its first year in office. Further reductions in
bureaucracy include removing ‘outstanding’ providers from the Ofsted inspection
cycle, reducing the volume of data returns, simplifying the funding system and single
account management with the Skills Funding Agency. Finally, the Education Act
2011 delivered a key part of the further education reform programme in removing
many of the statutory duties placed on colleges and college governing bodies such
as freedoms over instruments and articles and repealing statutory reporting duties.

Funding priorities through a simplified funding system — includes key proposals
to introduce a single funding methodology for adult skills, radically simplify
qualification funding rates and reduce the number of direct funding contracts through
minimum contract levels. Alongside these reforms, Local Enterprise Partnerships
have been provided with FE Capital budgets.

Quality assurance, transparency and data management — includes a package of
reforms to create competition within the sector and incentivise providers to respond
to the needs of employers and learners with the intention of replacing Government-
led quality systems with market forces and minimum standards.

Global FE — recognised the place of the further education and skills sector in the
global market place for skills and training.

An evaluation of New Challenges, New Chances’ conducted in 2013 showed that
the further education reform programme was already beginning to impact on the

1 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/file/248709/bis-13-1234
evaluation-of-new-challenges-new-chances-further-education-and-skills-reform-plan.pdf
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sector with 83 per cent of providers involved in the research reporting that the reform
programme had affected their organisation’s business strategy and planning to some
extent.

Rigour and Responsiveness, published by BIS in April 2013, updated the
Government’s reform programme priorities for the sector, recognising the growth in
apprenticeships, the sector’s increased focus on the quality of teaching and learning
as well as progress made to date in the reform of qualifications and systems. It had
six main priorities for further reform:

Raising standards — through the introduction of a new sector-owned support body
and a new Further Education Commissioner to intervene and take action where
provision is judged inadequate alongside a new administration process for failing
colleges.

Reforming apprenticeships — in response to the review conducted by Doug
Richard? so that employers play a much greater role in the setting of standards for
apprenticeships and have far greater purchasing power.

Creating traineeships — a new programme for unemployed young people to gain
the work preparation and English and maths skills required to gain an apprenticeship
or enter the labour market.

Meaningful qualifications — signalling reforms to cease government funding for
poor quality qualifications.

Funding improving responsiveness — reinforced the Government’s principle of
delivering value for money through the further education and skills system by funding
provision which was relevant to the needs of employers and is of high quality.
Reforms in this area include the introduction of 24+ Advanced Learning Loans for
individuals and direct employer funding through the Employer Ownership Pilots
(EOP) scheme. Alongside, funding conditions and requirements for young people to
undertake GCSE English and maths qualifications were introduced to improve the
rigour of programmes of study in the sector.

Better information and data — builds on previously stated government intentions to
improve the quality of information available to learners and employers about the
availability and quality of further education and skills provision in their local areas.
This part of the reform programme committed the government to open data to

2 The Richard Review of Apprenticeships’ — Doug Richard (November 2012).
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encourage the development of third party applications to present and analyse data
for key local stakeholder such as Local Enterprise Partnerships.

“Since 2010 we have made progress in strengthening our skills system. The
bureaucracy and target culture that was stifling colleges and providers, reducing their
ability to respond to the needs of employers and learners, has been stripped away.”
Matthew Hancock MP, then Minister for Skills, Rigour and Responsiveness in Skills,
Department for Business Innovation and Skills and Department for Education, April
2013.

The review programme involves a wide range of stakeholders across the further
education and skills sector including Government funding agencies, regulators as
well as leaders, managers and practitioners across the diverse range of providers —
indicating the scale of the challenges the programme seeks to address. Taken
collectively, all partners have, to varying degrees, established new ways of working
in order to meet the reform programmes objectives, adapt the learning and skills
offer to employers and learners, and change the nature and function of relationships
with other sector partners.

Summary of key policies

Changes to the funding system

Prior to 2013/2014 there were two principal funding streams for adult skills. These
were merged into a single Adult Skills Budget under which a new system of
simplified funding bands and rates? which replaced the over 6,000 rates that existed
previously. The reform programme has also reconfigured public funding entitlements
available to learners, including options for co-funding and loans for learners aged 24
or older for learning at levels 2 and 3-4 respectively.

As part of Government’s commitment to put greater purchasing power into the hands
of learners, 24+ Advanced Learning Loans were introduced in 2013/14 to help
learners meet the costs of a level 3 or 4 course in full or in part.

Following recommendations of Professor Alison Wolf's review of vocational
education for 14-19 year olds in 2011, funding for 16-19 year olds changed in
2013/14 from a per-qualification model to a per-learner model, bringing about the
introduction of 16-19 study programmes. Study programmes were introduced to
provider learning and skills providers with the flexibility to tailor programmes to meet

3 https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/sfa-funding-rates
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the aspirations of students while ensuring that the qualifications that were on offer
provided good progression opportunities to further learning and employment.

Freeing providers from central government control

The Education Act 2011 removed a number of statutory requirements from college
governing bodies in order to provide colleges with the freedoms and flexibilities
needed to better respond to the needs of their communities. Under the reform
programme, college Governors have been provided with greater powers to set the
future direction of their institution as well as obtaining powers from the Secretary of
State to dissolve their institution if they wish. College Corporations also gained
powers to amend their articles of association without the need to seek permission
from the Government.

Under New Challenges, New Chances, the Government removed centrally-imposed
targets from Departments and funding agencies and reduced the number of data and
information collection requirements. Another strand of this theme was the
streamlining of sector organisations. This included the abolition of some bodies, such
as BECTA and the Regional Development Agencies, the merging and scaling back
of others and providing the sector with ownership of the main improvement body, the
Education and Training Foundation.

Removing restrictions to enable new ways of working

Key to the success of the Government’s skills strategy are providers who are
accountable to their local communities. Part of meeting these aims include providing
greater powers to governing bodies thereby providing colleges with greater
autonomy to plan and deliver provision with greater partnership with employers.

Improving the quality of teaching and learning

Alongside the introduction of a revised common inspection framework in September
2012 which placed a much greater emphasis on the quality of teaching, learning and
assessment in Ofsted’s inspections, the independent Commission on Adult
Vocational Teaching and Learning undertook work to identify how providers could
deliver high quality vocational learning with classroom learners and apprentices and
part of the Education and Training Foundation’s role is to oversee the
implementation of its recommendations.

New requirements for GCSE English and maths

Under the reform programme, the further education and skills sector has been
required to play its part in increasing the numbers of young people and adults who
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achieve GCSE standards of English and maths. International evidence, most notably
the Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC)
published by the OECD in 2012, found that England is below the OECD average for
numeracy and literacy, ranking 17/24 and 12/24 respectively. Since September
2014, all learners aged 16-19 who did not achieve A*-C GCSEs in English and
maths at school must continue to study these subjects, including apprentices. In
response to concerns from the sector and Ofsted that there was a shortage of good
English and maths teachers to deliver this extra requirement, the Government,
through a new FE Workforce Strategy, provided £30million for bursaries and grants
to attract teachers into the sector and support providers to recruit.

Changes to Apprenticeships

The Richard Review of Apprenticeships (2012) signalled the start of reforms to
apprenticeships to make them much more relevant and responsive to the needs of
employers. Providing employers with greater ownership over apprenticeship
standards and assessment means that apprenticeships can become a vital tool to
meet the demands of the labour market. As a result, employer-led Trailblazers are
developing and implementing new, simplified standards and assessment plans.

Use of technology

The Government established the Further Education Learning Technology Action
Group was established in January 2013 to advise the Department for Business
Innovation and Skills on practical ways to increase and better utilise learning digital
technology. Following the report, Government has worked with sector bodies such
as Jisc, the Skills Funding Agency, the Education and Training Foundation and
Ofsted to ensure that the necessary support structures and infrastructure is in place
to enable greater use of online and digital learning opportunities across sector.

Introduction of the National Careers Service

The National Careers Service was established by Government in April 2012. Itis
manage and funded through the Skills Funding Agency. It provides professional,
independent careers advice through an online and telephone helpline offer available
to everyone aged 13 and over and a local face to face offer for adults over 19 (or 18+
if on out of work benefits) including adults in custody.

Research aims and objectives

In the context of numerous upcoming changes in, or affecting, the FE sector
(including the Government’s spending review, area reviews, the introduction of
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Apprenticeship Levies for employers, and changes to English and Maths) it is crucial
for BIS to have an independent and rigorous evaluation of the previous initiatives
introduced by the Coalition Government as part of the FE Reform programme. This
evaluation explores providers’ experiences of the FE Reform programme to
understand the impact it has had to date so that BIS can develop an evidence base
to best inform decisions which will further affect future operations of the sector.

The evaluation provides understanding of how, and to what extent, providers have
implemented changes as a result of the reforms and how these changes have
evolved in response to the changing context. It also assesses the impact of changes
on the types of learners engaging in FE, learner experiences and outcomes, the
quality of teaching and learning, the types of opportunities on offer, and relationships
with employers and other stakeholders (such as Local Enterprise Partnerships).

This evaluation builds upon two previous significant pieces of research into the
implementation and progress of the Reform programme including initial qualitative
research 2010 which explored providers’ plans for implementing changes as a result
of the reforms and a 2013 evaluation which explored progress to date.

Method

The research comprised the following elements:

¢ ILR analysis: detailed analysis was undertaken using Individual Learner Records
(ILR) data from 2009/10 onwards to test hypotheses relating to: who is
undertaking learning; which employers providers are working with; whether
quality has been affected by reductions in funding; and whether FE is
concentrating more on STEM aims.

¢ Qualitative interviews with stakeholders: 10 in-depth interviews were
undertaken with key stakeholders which informed the development of all the
research tools used for the evaluation to ensure the issues and themes explored
met BIS’s objectives and reflected the experiences and understanding of the
sector.

¢ Quantitative survey of FE providers: a telephone survey of 325 providers was
undertaken to explore the views and experiences of a representative sample of
providers to examine key issues and to identify impacts of the Reform
programme.

¢ Qualitative interviews with FE providers: 50 in-depth interviews with providers
were undertaken to explore their experiences in more detail and to identify links
between what changes have been made and why and how they had their
eventual impact.
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e Case study research: A longitudinal case study approach followed-up six
providers who took part in NIACE’s call for evidence consultation. Case studies
explored the specific challenges to, and opportunities arising from, the expansion
of English and maths GCSE provision.

The specific policies that were explored in the primary fieldwork were agreed with
BIS during the research design phase.

A fuller description of method is provided in a technical report supplementary to this
report.

The report

The report which follows has a sequence of following
chapters:

e Most of these chapters, Chapters 5 to 14, focus on research findings in relation to
individual strands of the FE Reform programme.

e Before that, three other chapters have a more general character:

e Chapter 2 offers an overview of the findings from succeeding chapters —
drawing out key themes or ‘messages’ which apply to, or derive from, all or
several of the Reform programme’s different strands.

e Chapter 3 presents a detailed statistical analysis of data from the
government’s Individualised Learner Record (ILR) system which records all
publicly-funded learning episodes. The analysis, of several recent years’
data, seeks to detect impacts of FE Reform on the profile of learners and
learning across England.

e Chapter 4 sets out findings derived from the primary research with providers
which are not specific to one or other of the reform strands but, more
generally, concern the FE Reform programme in its entirety.

In reading the report, a number of points may be helpful.

First, in the chapters (5 to 14) which present findings from quantitative and
qualitative research — that is, from the telephone survey of, and depth interviews
with, providers — the aim is to present statistics on key aspects of particular issues
and, alongside, to supply greater depth on the same issues derived from more free-
ranging discussions with providers. These chapters also have a consistent approach
such that the views of different types of provider — FE colleges, private training
providers, and ‘other’ providers (including local authorities and charitable
organisations) — are distinguished. The premise in doing this is that the three broad
types of provider have differing functions, sizes and structures, motivations, and
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modes of operating which, a priori, are likely to lead to different perceptions of FE
reform, to their being differently impacted, and to different responses to those
impacts.

Second, although, as above, many chapters focus on individual strands of reform, it
is not, of course, the case that the strands are wholly separate from each other. For
example, funding changes, while discussed in individual chapters, are relevant to
other matters, such as the quality of teaching and learning or changes to
apprenticeships. New policy on maths and English GCSE is significant to
apprenticeship and other learning provision. Offering apprenticeships interacts with
how providers approach partnership with employers and local organisations and
agencies.

Because of such interactions, research material presented in one chapter may also
be relevant to others. The report has not, therefore, sought to restrict a particular
argument made by providers in depth interviews (supported with verbatim quotes) or
particular survey data to appearing only once in the report.

Finally, a small reporting point concerns one of the types of provider referred to
above. As noted, a number of providers other than FE colleges and private training
providers were interviewed in the study’s telephone survey and its in-depth
interviews. In the report’s discussions of findings, there is potential for confusion
between the use of ‘other providers’ as a general term (eg. ‘Three other providers
said ....") and specific reference to the particular group of providers. For this reason,
where the report describes responses from the particular group of providers which
are not FE colleges or private training companies, the convention is used of putting
‘other’ in this context in inverted commas (eg. ‘Five ‘other’ providers said ....").
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2. Overview

Introduction

This chapter of the report sets out a number of broad or general themes which are
apparent from consideration of the statistical and descriptive analysis which further
chapters contain.

Those further chapters report a wide variety of views and behaviours from different
types of providers on a substantial number of strands of reform. Given this variety,
and with nuances and conflicting positions apparent, absolute consensus of views is
largely absent. The aim here, therefore, is to identify some general propositions
which the balance of evidence from the research supports as a framework within
which more detailed — and sometimes contrary — findings can be considered.

‘Theory’ versus ‘practice’: the reform challenge for
providers

A very basic question for the research, and one which may be critical to the long
term success of the reform agenda, is whether providers are generally supportive of
reform?

A basic message from the research is that providers (whilst sometimes somewhat
wearied by the history of change in the sector) are broadly supportive of reform and
expressed determination to see the sector through its transformation. The
underlying principles of the reform — efficiency, quality, and market responsiveness —
are widely supported and providers are working hard to respond to the shift in policy
and funding.

This is so despite the fact that reform is, of course, extremely challenging — to
organisational culture, to financial budgets and management, and to delivery
structures and processes. The scale of challenge is varied for different organisations
and institutions but generally, tends to be greater for general FE colleges which have
been required to re-shape large-scale and broad provision, to adjust complex
organisational structures, and to identify and adopt new market orientations. The
challenge, whilst not minor, is lesser for more tightly-focussed and usually much
smaller private training companies which, because of those attributes, find
adaptation to change to be a less complex matter. A consistent pattern, both in
statistical survey analysis and in the contributions of different groups of providers in
depth interviews, is that FE colleges more frequently report awareness of reforms,
impact from reforms, and change in delivery in response to reforms.
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Supportiveness of reform is also despite the fact that providers have observed
various downsides or unforeseen consequences of various aspects of FE policy
change. Essentially, they accept the basic premises and principles of reform and
have a deep desire to see a new more stable FE ‘settlement’ establish itself — but
are not convinced that various aspects of reform have been fully worked out and
believe that some further adjustments (discussed in more detail below) will be
necessary.

Reform in a wider context

A further observation from the views of providers is that the suite of individual reform
policies discussed in this report are not always perceived as having clear cut
external boundaries. Providers are very conscious of the wider political landscape
which, at a time of economic difficulties, has required spending cuts across most
government departments. These cuts have been accompanied by an ideological shift
from public spending to the transfer of some costs to employers and learners.

Thus, the overall reduction in budget, as well as more particular changes, such as
the shift towards funding of 16 to 18 year olds and the introduction of loans to
support some learning by older learners, forms a constant backdrop to observations
on many reforms. And other changes, including changes to Ofsted inspection
processes and the simplification of qualifications, also affect providers’ responses to
the varied strands of reform which are considered in this report.

Perceptions of the ‘internal’ components of the FE reform
programme

The reform programme is seen as having interactions with both a wider policy
context and with other changes which are not formally within the scope of this
research, and the internal components of the programme are not seen as equally
distinctive or as equally significant. Essentially, therefore providers perceive a
‘hierarchy of impact’.

Though this factor varies between providers, some reform strands — such as the
introduction of adult learning loans, changes to apprenticeship, the focus on GCSE
maths and English, and the fact that funding is more readily available for young
learners — which are specific and targeted, are clearly recognised by providers.
They have immediate impact and demand an immediate response if institutions of
learning and training are going to survive and prosper.

Other reforms, which are more ‘contextual’ — including freeing organisations from
central government control, removing restrictions on partnerships, and the
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introduction of the National Careers Service — are less consistently seen as clear
drivers of change. They may create a climate in which other more direct reforms can
be applied but are not consistently seen as tangible reforms which have a direct
linear connection to specific actions undertaken by providers.

In some cases, what may look from a government perspective as liberating, may
look less so from a provider’s point of view. For example, ‘freeing organisations from
government control’ and ‘removing restrictions on partnership’ may, in principle, be
liberating organisations. But, in conjunction with cuts in FE budgets, they may
actually mean costs, in terms of substantial inputs of time and effort, to re-build the
organisation’s funding base and to establish new markets and collaborations. These
costs, at least in the short term, may be perceived as outweighing the benefits of de-
restriction.

In a further case, that of simplification of the funding system, the argument of some
providers is that simplification from the government’s point of view is not necessarily
simplification from the provider point of view — the reform constitutes a transfer of
activity out of the Skills Funding Agency and into providers as, for example, systems
to process student loans and invoice for employer contributions require to be
implemented.

And with the introduction of the National Careers Service, providers often had little
knowledge of the operations of the service. As part of the reform programme, it was
sometimes seen as peripheral or, where providers had knowledge of it, it was often
viewed as a weaker mode of delivering Information, Advice and Guidance,
particularly to young learners, than the systems which the new service replaced.

Inter-relationship of reforms and unintended
consequences

As above, not all the programme’s individual reforms are seen as equally direct in
driving change. Further than this, however, there are links between them which
have generated impacts which were perhaps unforeseen. Examples of this include:

e Early application of loan funding to advanced and higher apprenticeships was
dropped as a result of low take-up. However, some providers suggest that
this period has had a lingering negative effect on participation in
apprenticeship at these levels.

e Some providers suggest that freedom from government control is limited when
‘directive’ policy — for example, to deliver English and maths GCSEs within
learning programmes — persists.
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e Some providers suggest that the introduction of the National Careers Service
has weakened the availability of impartial advice to young people and that
this, in turn, has led to reduced demand for vocational and technical courses
as predominantly schools-based advice militates in favour of school-based
routes (in particular for academic qualifications).

e The insertion of a GCSE maths and English requirement into apprenticeship is
reported as having weakened demand for apprenticeship from some
employers who do not see time spent on an ‘academic’ element as a
necessary component in development of the skills they need.

Thus, a further general point which emerges from the study is that the impacts of
reforms are not always self-contained; one particular reform does not produce one
particular set of impacts. Rather, the reform programme may, in some instances, act
as a cat’s-cradle of initiatives where pulling one string in favour of initiative A can pull
other strings, initiatives B, C, etc., in unanticipated directions.

A work in progress

It was noted above that providers do not necessarily see the reforms as the ‘finished
article’ and foresee that some aspects of the programme may need adjustment if
they are to fully succeed. The likelihood of adjustment will ultimately depend on the
degree of flexibility which the government proves willing to display, but some
particular issues which significant numbers of providers see as problematic and in
need of attention include:

e The introduction of a good GCSE pass in maths and English as a condition of
learning programme. Providers suggest:

(1) This narrows entry for people who are put off by the requirement to study
qualifications which they have previously failed or who, in the opinion of
providers, are simply incapable of this achievement (at least within the
time available).

(2) That this has led some private providers to exclude some learners who are
judged as unlikely to gain the required grades and some providers report
that progression to Level 3 vocational courses which would otherwise be
possible can be held back by the need to pass these formal examinations
at the required level.

(3) That some employers avoid some learning programmes because they do
not require this GCSE achievement from learners whom they see as
otherwise quite capable of gaining the skill levels they need.

(4) That the academic nature of the requirement makes possession of
traditional classroom settings and teaching approaches a necessity — a
factor which favours some providers and drives others towards sub-
contracting the maths and English requirement.
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Overall, the view of providers with these concerns is that developing English
and maths to an adequate level by a ‘functional skills’ approach is preferable
to driving all learners towards formal GCSE examinations.

The introduction of Adult Learning Loans to fund Level 3 learning. Falls in
numbers of learners at this level following the introduction of loans shows that
this policy was unpopular with many learners. Some providers report that
take-up of loans in respect of some types of provision (such as Access to
Higher Education Courses) was good, that they are engaging more pro-
actively with the policy as it becomes more embedded in the funding
landscape, and that learner resistance may be diminishing. However, other
providers report low learner interest in loans, particularly from members of
disadvantaged communities, and that the policy has reduced the scale and
scope of Level 3 provision and overall participation. They fear longer term
reduction in participation, particularly should the policy be extended into the
19 to 24 years age bracket.

Many providers report an increasing focus on their apprenticeship offer in
response to government policy to further strengthen apprenticeship’s position
as the key format for vocational skills development. However, there is also
concern that government targets for apprenticeship numbers are very
ambitious. Providers foresee that meeting policy requirements which
potentially conflict — increasing apprenticeship volumes, maintaining and
improving quality, and introducing new employer funding systems (with SME
participation seen as at particular risk) — will be a significant challenge for the
apprenticeship system as a whole and for individual providers.

A further problem perceived by many providers is one which has persisted for
many years and may, they feel, be exacerbated by the reform programme.
That problem is essentially that FE vocational provision is not given an equal
opportunity to complete with the schools-based sixth-form route. The context,
of course, is the high social premium which parents and young people place
on the A Level-to-University pathway and schools’ reliance on this pathway as
a criterion of their own success. In provider eyes, this perpetuates the
‘psychological’ disadvantage of vocational options but disadvantage is seen
as being deepened by preferential funding arrangements for schools, by
raising of the school leaving age, and by a weak, biased Information, Advice,
and Guidance service which is not able to sufficiently promote the benefits of
vocational learning to young people.

A final overall perception of providers is simply that they are running hard to
stand still. They believe that they have performed well to date in
implementing change and in maintaining provision and standards with
dwindling funds — but many wonder how long this will continue if further
pressures, particularly financial ones, are applied.
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The scale of change and adaptation

A further ‘overview’ point which emerges very clearly from the study findings is
simply that the scale and variety of impact on providers is, in a practical sense, huge.

Providers report a very wide range of inter-linked adaptations, including:

e Substantial staffing changes — job losses in some posts which have become
redundant, recruitment (often with difficulty) to other posts (for example, maths
and English teachers and financial administrators) which have become
necessary, re-training and re-allocation of staff, and the creation of new roles.

e Greater use of new technology to reduce costs.

e Introduction of new management information systems and new financial
systems (for example, to administer student loans).

¢ Internal restructuring with elimination or reduction of some departments and
introduction or expansion of others.

e Development of external collaborations or sub-contract arrangements (with
occasional suggestions that the FE sector may be subject to future mergers in
order to supply types of teaching or learning which it is uneconomic for
smaller individual institutions to deliver).

e General re-balancing of provision and customer segments to minimise the
cost base and maximise income streams.

As noted above, providers see a fundamental challenge (one which they believe
that, broadly, they have met to date) of maintaining quality through a period of
widespread change and of adjustment of their traditional operating models and
processes.

Continuation of existing directions of travel

Some elements of the reform programme were reported as being consistent with
existing philosophies or directions of travel.

One particular case concerns the ‘new ways of working with other organisations’
strand of the reform agenda. Many providers reported that they had an increasing
focus on working locally with employers, employer representative groups, and with
their Local Enterprise Partnership. Whilst the reform agenda, particularly through its
impact on funding, was frequently reported as an accelerant of, or stimulus to, this
change, it was also reported by substantial numbers of providers that this was a
route that they were already following and that their existing pre-reform networks
were substantial. This was particularly true of some private providers whose whole
business is based on employer-derived income but also of general FE colleges
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which have delivered apprenticeships and other programmes requiring work
experience over many years and which have traditionally delivered significant
amounts of training, bespoke provision in some cases, for local companies and their
staff.

A second case concerns the reform programme’s concern to see providers develop
the use of technology to support traditional teaching methods for efficiency as well as
for pedagogic reasons. Providers again frequently reported that they had made
substantial advances in their application of new technologies in recent years but also
that those advances in some cases pre-dated the reform programme and would
have developed in the programme’s absence — driven by the scale of adoption of
new technologies by learners and by the opening-up of new technological
possibilities at least as much as by policy intervention.

The general point is that, in some cases, FE reform was running with the flow of
change and was an accelerant, not necessarily the sole catalyst, of change.

Is the reform programme working?

The most fundamental question for the research reported here is whether,
collectively, its insights show that the reform programme — in as far as can be judged
from the reactions of providers to the programme and from ILR data — is meeting its
objectives.

Broadly, although there are many challenges and problems and some specific
failures, the research demonstrates that the FE system is adjusting in directions
required by the new policies — providers are alert to changing economic needs and
are increasingly market-oriented, the balance of provision and the learner profile are
changing in favour of the provision and profile which policy deems to be most
important, and providers are making the internal adjustments and developing the
external arrangements which, in combination, reduced budgets and the new policy
focusses demand.
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3. FE Reforms: ILR analysis

Key points

A detailed review of data on participation contained in the government’s
Individualised Learner Record (ILR) system is reported in this chapter.

The data used is that covering the period 2009/2010 to 2013/2014 which saw the
introduction of numerous features of the FE Reform programme.

Some limitations in the data are noted. The main ones are that some data in the
earlier years which are subjected to analysis is of lower quality than in the most
recent years; and that changes in ILR recording procedures over the period have
introduced inconsistencies between different years’ data.

Whilst recognising these limitations, the data has sought to test four main
propositions:

e That the profile of FE learners has changed to reflect government policies.
e That providers are working with more employers from target groups.
e That reductions in funding have affected the quality of FE provision.

e That FE is concentrating more on Science, Technology, Engineering and
Mathematics (STEM) subjects.

Taking each of these propositions in turn, analysis suggests that, in respect of the
learner profile:

e The general context is that overall numbers of learners fell during the period
studied.

e Against this background, the number of young learners aged 18 or below fell by
significantly less than the number of learners aged 25 or over.

e The proportion of FE learners self-identifying as having a learning difficulty,
disability, or health problem rose significantly over the period. This rise may
have resulted from changes in medical diagnosis or shifts in attitudes but,
allowing for that, the data suggests that, at the least, FE has maintained its
ability to accommodate people with these disadvantages.

¢ Whilst, as above, the overall number of FE learners declined, the rate of decline
of learners living in the most deprived postcode areas of England was
significantly less than average — hence, the proportion of all FE learners from
the most deprived areas has increased over the period.
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e Patterns of change in relation to levels of study are complex — varying both
between levels and, year-on-year, within levels such that some years’ increases
are followed by the next years’ decreases (and vice versa). In a recent period,
however, 2011/12 to 2013/14, the broad trend was that learner numbers
increased at the ‘bottom’ end, Entry Level and Level 1, but fell at Levels 2 to 4.

¢ In relation to different types of provider, the number of post-16 learners in
schools rose between 2009/10 and 2013/14 but fell in all other types of FE
provider — with private and ‘other’ providers losing greater proportions of their
learner numbers than FE colleges.

Thus, in relation to public policy and the profile of learners:

e Changes to FE funding resulting from policy (and, perhaps, wider changes in
the education and skills ‘landscape’) have played a part in reducing overall
numbers learning in FE.

¢ Within this, policy change has:

— influenced the age balance of learners to the detriment of those aged 25
or older

— increased the relative proportion of FE learners from disadvantaged
backgrounds (numbers have declined less amongst this group)

— worked to encourage participation by learners at lower qualification levels
rather than at intermediate levels

— worked in favour of the youngest learners being educated in schools
rather than in FE colleges or other non-school learning environments.

In respect of the second proposition, that FE providers are working with more
employers from target groups:

¢ ILR data to test this hypothesis is not of high quality and year-on-year analysis
has strong limitations.

e However, key policy objectives are that SMEs should increasingly be engaged
in staff training and that more FE training funded by employers should be at
Level 3 or higher.

¢ Data does not allow reliable time-series analysis of SME engagement.
However, it does show that a much greater share of FE learners than of the
workforce as a whole work for SMEs. This may reflect the fact that large
employers are more able to train internally but, at least, shows that SMEs are
very significant contributors to the population of learners in employment.

e Data is not wholly consistent over time but assuming that inconsistency is
unbiased, it suggests that, over the period analysed, there has been a modest
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increase in learning at Level 3 by employed learners at the expense of learning
by employed learners at Level 2 — in broad alignment with the policy objective.

The third proposition is that reductions in funding have affected the quality of
provision:

e ‘Quality of provision’ is a complex matter in respect of which the ILR system
does not have a direct measurement indicator. Two proxies are used instead.
These are achievement or continuation of learning aims and the duration of
study periods (in the latter case, the assumption being that longer durations are
associated with higher quality).

e Broadly, data suggests marginal declines in the proportion of learners achieving
or continuing between 2009/10 and 2013/14 (an average annual decline of -0.9
per cent).

e The data in respect of duration is complex and inter-related to different levels of
study and to different types of provider. Overall, the median duration of learning
decreased over the analysis period but this overall decline is associated with a
significant increase in the proportion of Entry Level and Level 1 learning which
is, on average, shorter than learning at higher Levels. Median durations
increased at Level 2 and remained stable at Level 3.

The overall assessment is that, in as much as achievement rates and duration of
learning are adequate proxies for quality, there has been no substantial change in
the quality of learning over the period of analysis.

The fourth proposition is that FE is concentrating more on STEM subjects of
study:

¢ ILR analysis shows that the proportion of STEM learning at Level 2 or above as
a proportion of all learning at Level 2 or above rose modestly (by 3 percentage
points) between 2009/10 and 2013/14.

e This overall result was generated by lower decline in STEM learning at Levels 2
and 3 than were other subject areas and by a very large increase (from a low
base) in STEM learning at Level 4 between 20012/13 and 2013/14.

Generally, thus, an increasing focus on learning in STEM subjects is appreciable
but, other than recently at Level 4, not huge.

Introduction

The Individualised Learner Record (ILR) details the structure of the further education
population funded through government. It describes the learners and the aims they
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take each year and comprises, after validation, the best, most consistent record of
those who participate in further education each year.

At the time of writing, a validated ILR record was available up to the academic year
2013/14. By its nature, the analysis undertaken for this study is therefore historical
and the trends in the learner and aim profile lags those of the real world. However,
there is still value in mapping changes at the population level that happened
between the academic years 2009/10 to 2013/14. This period saw the introduction of
numerous targeting policies which sought to fund areas of learning where need was
judged to be greatest. An analysis of trends in the population of learners and the
aims of learning they pursue provides comparative evidence as to the impact of
these policies.

Impact is emphasised on purpose. This study is not intended to identify causation i.e.
it does not measure the direct contribution which specific policies made to changes
in the learner population or in the aims those learners pursued. There are several
fascinating and important econometric studies that do attribute levels of causation to
participation in further education. Some of these are cited in this chapter to help
explain or contextualise some of the changes discussed.

Policies relevant to the period covered in the ILR study

Instead, this study takes a structural view of further education, maps some of the
changes in key ILR variables, and compares changes in the light of policy
developments. Given the time period of the study, the major changes in policy that
potentially had a direct impact on the numbers of learners and aims were:

e Further Education Loans were introduced in April 2013. The target learner
group for the policy was those aged 24 or older in aims at Level 3 or 4. The
policy was amended in March 2014 to exclude advanced and higher
apprenticeships which had been in scope up to that point.

e The age at which learners can leave full time education changed in the
summer of 2013 from 16 to 174.

e August 2013 also saw the introduction of Traineeships which are short
duration programmes (up to six months) aimed at 16 to 24 year olds who lack
the appropriate skills and experience for work. They target some 16 to 19 year
olds with a Level 3 qualification and those aged 19 to 24 yet to achieve a full
Level 2.

4 DfE (2014) Participation of young people in education, employment or training: Statutory guidance

for local authorities. September 2014. Department for Education. London.

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment _data/file/349300/Participation_of
Young_People Statutory Guidance.pdf
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e Apprenticeships have continued to be an integral part of the further education
vocational offer throughout the period of this study. There is a large body of
evidence that tracks changes in the number of apprentices and
apprenticeships already published (see for example Higton et al, 20145;
Newton et al, 2015; Joslin and Smith, 2014°) as well as a variety of official
statistics such as Statistical First Releases’ and House of Commons
statistics®. Given the volume of prior research and available statistics, and that
apprenticeships are becoming the de facto route for vocational training in
England, there is no separate analysis of apprentices or apprenticeships in
this report. However, citations and references are made to this material
where it supports the description of changes in learner numbers and
associated aims over the study period.

In addition to these specific changes, a number of ideological and political changes
have been made to the direction of further education policy and the way the system
is funded. This includes two important publications in 2013: Rigour and
Responsiveness in Skills®; and The Future of Apprenticeships in England:
Implementation Plan (Future). Both of these documents outlined the thinking of the
coalition government about the purpose of further education. As a result of this
thinking, several principles were used to guide the direction of further education:

e Animportant aim was to improve the quality of further education and to
ensure it was fit for purpose. Over the period of the study, there has been a
fall in funding in further education and a subsequent reduction in direct state
funding of learning aims that are not related to areas of identified economic or
social need.

e Related to the above, guidance has been issued to identify the best learning
aims relating to Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics because
of the shortfall in skills within the UK economy in these subijects.

Whilst this study overall covers a number of other policy areas, many fall outside the
timeframe of the ILR analysis. Taking one example, whilst post -6 learners without

5 Higton, J, Emmett, R and Halliday, R (2014) Apprenticeships Evaluation: Learners. BIS Research
Paper 205. December 2014. BIS. London. https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment data/file/387662/bis-14-1208-Apprenticeships-Evaluation-Learners-December-2014.pdf
6 Joslin, H. and Smith,S. (2014) Progression of Apprentices to Higher Education. BIS Research
Report 176. BIS. London. https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/

attachment data/file/310028/bis-14-795-progression-of-apprentices-to-highe-education-cohort-
update.pdf

7 Skills Funding Agency (2015) Statistical First Release: Further Education and Skills: Learner
Participation, Outcomes and Level of Highest Qualification Held. SFA/SFR29. SFA. Coventry.
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/file/438131/SFR_comment
ary June 2015.pdf

8 House of Commons Library, Apprenticeship Statistics, (February 2014).

® (Insertrigour)
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an English and/or Maths Level 2 qualification were encouraged to take one, such
qualifications only became a condition of funding in September 2014.

Analysing the Individualised Learner Record

Annual ILRs are not small data files. The number of records held on annual ILR
datasets ranged from around eight to fifteen million because of the way that data
was securely passed to CFE Research for analysis. The ILR itself is a large XML
relational database that is managed by a team of IT professionals. It is supplied to
external analysts in the form of a flat file containing all requested variables. These
records require significant professional processing time to make them ready for
statistical analysis. Importantly, this means that our analysis is not completed on the
original data, but from data derived from the original. The Skills Funding Agency has
a number of algorithms that they use to derive population figures from the original
learner data tables which it is not possible for external analysts to replicate from a
flat, non-unique data file. For example, whilst the overall pattern of population in
terms of growth and decline in our analysis matches trends in SFA Statistical First
Releases?, our volume figures under-report slightly (consistently by around 7 per
cent) compared to those of the SFA.

The structure of the ILR database has also changed within the period covered by this
study. In particular, there was an important structural change in the 2011/12
academic year: the introduction of the “single ILR”"". Prior to that date, records were
kept on multiple databases depending on the funding stream for collections of
learning aims. In 2011/12, data from all funded streams was held in the same place.
From a purely technical view, the data from 2009/10 and 2010/11 is not compatible
because there were inconsistent methods of collecting data between the funding
streams prior to this date. Furthermore, the ILR is a working document and changes
are made to variables over the years, often as a result of new or changing policy.
Where required, caveats are placed on the analysis as a result of systematic
differences in the structure of the data each year.

In order to provide focus to the study, a set of specific research questions were
agreed with BIS. These are phrased as general hypotheses to be explored in the
data. The main focus is on describing the most recent position for each hypothesis
(2013/14) and then on exploring changes over time. Trend data is possible for four of
the five agreed hypotheses as they are reliant on ILR data plus some merging with

10 Skills Funding Agency (2015) Statistical First Release: Further Education and Skills: Learner
Participation, Outcomes and Level of Highest Qualification Held. SFA/SFR29. SFA. Coventry.
" lbid, p.22.
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data from other sources. However, the review of changes in funding over time has
not been possible because of missing financial data at the level of the provider.
Whilst provider-level financial data is available for 2012/13 and 2013/14, the data for
2011/12 was poor and comparable financial data before this period is not available.

Hypothesis 1: The profile of further education learners has
changed to reflect government policies

This is the largest section of the ILR analysis. In it we look at changes in the profile
of further education learners (later analysis concentrates on the structure of learning
aims). Some of the variables discussed have a one-to-one relationship with the
learner such as age, sex and ethnicity. In the case of the learning aims taken by a
learner, the relationship is one-to-many, which means that several learning aims can
be attributed to a single learner within each year’s ILR data. In this instance, the
learner’s highest level aim (or a randomly selected aim if more than one highest aim
is at the same level) is chosen for analysis by variables related to aim such as level,
subject, and duration. In the case of learners who are employed, the highest aim is
nearly always the main programme aim for their training. In the case of academic
learners (for example those doing A Levels), the subject aim is selected using a
random seed in the data.

Learner demographics

As noted earlier, there have been significant policy changes relating to the age of the
learner. These including raising the participation age (an increase in the compulsory

education age in August 2013) and changes in funding rules for learners aged 24 or

older from April 2013, which was further revised in March 2014.

As shown in Table 1, over half (54.4 per cent) of further education learners were
aged 25 or older and over a quarter (27.2 per cent) were 18 or younger in 2013/14.
The average annual percentage change'? in the number of learners between
2009/10 and 2013/14 was -6.6 per cent. This fall was much greater for learners aged
25 or older (-8.8 per cent per annum) than for those aged 18 or younger (-3.7 per
cent). Further, the fall between 2012/13 and 2013/14 for the 25 and older group was
10.4 per cent compared to just 1.9 per cent for the 18 years or younger cohort.

2 An average of the four individual yearly changes in learner numbers within the study period
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Figure 2: Changes in the number of learners by age and sex, 2009/10 to 2013/14

Number of learners Average Annual Yearly change
2013/14 change
since since 2009/10to | 2010/11to | 2011/12to | 2012/13 to
2009/10 2011/12 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14
n % % % % % % %
Age
Under 19 1014624 27.2% -3.7% -2.0% 2.3% -13.0% -2.0% -1.9%
19-24 686647 18.4% -3.1% 0.0% -2.4% -10.1% 4.8% -4.8%
25+ 2030990 54.4% -8.8% -4.3% -10.9% -15.6% 1.7% -10.4%
Sex
Women 1980539 53.1% -6.9% -2.7% -7.3% -14.7% 2.1% -7.5%
Men 1751722 46.9% -6.3% -3.2% -5.3% -13.3% 0.4% -6.9%
Total 3732261 100.0% -6.6% -3.0% -6.4% -14.0% 1.3% -7.2%

Figure 1 also shows that there were more women than men present in the ILR for
each of the years covered. Moreover, the ratio of women to men was also roughly
consistent at around 53:47. Both age and sex are used as cross breaks for
subsequent analysis.

A review of trends in ethnicity is complicated by two factors. The variable used to
describe ethnicity changed with the introduction of the single ILR, which introduces
some subtle changes in the way ethnicity is coded (including new codes such as
‘Arab’). Ethnicity is also defined by the learner as opposed to constituting an
absolute measure such as age or sex. As a result, it is possible that changes over
time may partially be a consequence of changing cultural perceptions. For example,
there was a general increase in the number of people self-classifying as being from a
mixed ethnic group. In contrast, there was a fall in the number of people placing
themselves into some single category ethnic groups (Figure 2).

Over seven in ten learners regarded themselves as ‘White British’ (72.2 per cent in
2013/14). The proportion doing so fell by a fraction of a percentage point from
2009/10. The proportion of learners stating their background as Any Other White
increased a little over this time. The relative proportions for all other ethnicities
remained stable between 2009/10 and 2013/14.
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Figure 3: Changes in the profile of learners by Ethnicity, 2009/10 to 2013/14

2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 Average Average
Ethnicity n % n % n % n % n % crance | change
(2009/10) | (2011/12)

White British 3650783 74.0% | 3380778 73.2% | 2890501 72.8% | 2915801 72.5% | 2693732 72.2% -7.2% -3.4%
White Irish 30753 0.6% 28128 0.6% 23381 0.6% 20334 0.5% 18051 0.5% -12.4% -12.1%
White Gypsy or Irish Traveller n/a n/a n/a n/a 2522 0.1% 3806 0.1% 4352 0.1% n/a 32.6%
Any other White background 265199 54% | 265179 5.7% | 244609 6.2% | 248894 6.2% | 238773 6.4% -2.5% -1.2%
White and Black Caribbean 40809 0.8% 41259 0.9% 38419 1.0% 41745 1.0% 40526 1.1% 0.0% 2.9%
White and Black African 18341 0.4% 18293 0.4% 17419 0.4% 17067 0.4% 15760 0.4% -3.7% -4.8%
White and Asian 18268 0.4% 18244 0.4% 18092 0.5% 19338 0.5% 19139 0.5% 1.2% 2.9%
Any other mixed background 25319 0.5% 25770 0.6% 24616 0.6% 26447 0.7% 25820 0.7% 0.6% 2.5%
Indian 103108 2.1% 95142 2.1% 81397 2.0% 78779 2.0% 71088 1.9% -8.8% -6.5%
Pakistani 128622 2.6% | 127359 2.8% | 109843 2.8% | 107769 2.7% | 100346 2.7% -5.9% -4.4%
Bangladeshi 52597 1.1% 52826 1.1% 48077 1.2% 49117 1.2% 45262 1.2% -3.6% -2.8%
Chinese 20196 0.4% 18177 0.4% 15213 0.4% 15310 0.4% 13991 0.4% -8.6% -4.0%
Any other Asian background 76069 1.5% 78133 1.7% 69474 1.7% 67545 1.7% 61616 1.7% -5.0% -5.8%
African 160473 3.3% | 160596 3.5% | 141025 3.6% | 140372 3.5% | 127551 3.4% -5.4% -4.8%
Caribbean 95720 1.9% 89021 1.9% 71518 1.8% 71796 1.8% 65378 1.8% -8.8% -4.3%
Any other Black, African, Caribbean 33534 0.7% 32565 0.7% 33946 0.9% 34510 0.9% 29132 0.8% -3.1% -7.0%
Arab n/a n/a n/a n/a 12365 0.3% 15860 0.4% 16980 0.5% n/a 17.7%
Any other ethnic group* 95478 1.9% 87659 1.9% 61531 1.5% 58444 1.5% 52667 1.4% -13.2% -7.5%
Not known or Not provided 117803 2.4% 99177 2.1% 67323 1.7% 88810 2.2% 92097 2.5% -3.1% 17.8%
Total 4933072 | 100.0% | 4618306 | 100.0% | 3971271 100.0% | 4021744 | 100.0% | 3732261 100.0% -6.6% -3.0%

*Possible change in classification resulting from the introduction of White Gypsy or Irish Traveller and Arab in 2011/12.
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Profile by learning difficulty or disability

Learning difficulties and disabilities are also self-reported and are subject to changes
in cultural views and medical knowledge. New conditions are recognised over time
and the ability for clinicians to diagnose learning difficulties, disabilities and health
problems also improves over the years. In addition, the ILR records whether the
learner says they have a ‘Learning Difficulty, Disability or Health Problem’ (LLDD). A
single variable is derived from other in-depth variables recording any such self-
reported issues’. Bearing these caveats in mind, the data suggests that the sector
has been successful in increasing enrolments from learners self-reporting a learning
difficulty, disability or health problem. Figure 3 shows that one in six learners (15.9
per cent) self-identified in this way in 2013/14 compared to one in eight (11.9 per
cent) in 2009/10 and the proportion has risen steadily year on year.

Profile by socio-economic grouping

ILR records were matched to the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) domain data via
the learner’s postcode'. In this way, it is possible to use the IMD to explore the
socio-economics of learners recorded on the ILR. Figure 4 shows how many
learners were in each quintile of the IMD ranging from the most deprived to the most
privileged. If learners were representative of the wider population, then it would be
expected that the distribution of learners by quintile would be roughly equal (i.e.
around 20 per cent per quintile).

The data in Figure 4 shows that this is not the case. Three in ten learners (29.8 per
cent) were drawn from postcodes experiencing the highest levels of deprivation in
England. This proportion has increased by 2.6 percentage points since 2009/10.
Similarly, learners living in places experiencing the second highest levels of
deprivation are over-represented in the ILR data (23.1 percent in 2013/14).

Whilst the number of learners from the most deprived areas has declined since
2009/10 (falling -2.4 per cent per annum), the decline is less than average (-6.6 per
cent). Since 2011/12, the average fall has been small at less than half a per cent. It
is notable that the proportion of missing values in 2009/10 and 2010/11 was much
higher — the change to the Single ILR led to better coverage of the postcode field
and hence an improvement in the quality of matching. There is no evidence to
suggest that the quality of matching would differ depending on the indexed
deprivation by postcode.

3 L14 and L15 in older versions of the ILR; LLDDHealthprob and L_Disability in newer versions.
4 The technical report describes this process in more detail.
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Figure 4: Changes in the profile of learners by learning difficulty / disability, 2009/10 to 2013/14

2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 Average Average
Sex n % n % n % n % n % :::::; ?::#:L
(2009/10) | (2011/12)
Learner Considers Himself Or 587972 11.9% 591292 12.8% 533985 13.4% 588117 14.6% 594911 15.9% 0.5% 5.6%
Herself To Have A Learning
Difficulty, Disability, Health Problem
Learner Does Not Consider Himself | 4080709 82.7% | 3785373 82.0% | 3285412 82.7% | 3257916 81.0% | 2966647 79.5% -7.6% -4.9%
Or Herself To Have A Learning
Difficulty, Disability, Health Problem
No Information Provided By The 264391 5.4% 241641 5.2% 151874 3.8% 175711 4.4% 170703 4.6% -8.2% 6.4%
Learner
Total 4933072 100.0% | 4618306 100.0% | 3971271 100.0% | 4021744 100.0% | 3732261 100.0% -6.6% -3.0%
Figure 5: Volume of learners within provider type by IMD ranking and annual percentage change since 2009/10
2013/14 volume of learners 2013/14 distribution of learners by IMD Quintiles Annual % change from 2009/10
FE FE FE
IMD Quintiles School Other College | Private Total | School Other College |[Private |Total School Other College |Private | Total
Highest deprivation 43674 | 150922 | 630060| 274673 | 1099329 23.7% 24.6% 31.0% 32.1% 29.8% 2.6% -4.5% -0.9% -0.5% -1.3%
Second highest 33384 | 132603 | 479271 207021 852279 18.1% 21.6% 23.6% 24.2% 23.1% 1.9% -6.2% -2.9% -1.5% -3.1%
deprivation
Mid ranks of deprivation 29828 | 107527 | 359392 | 151452 648199 16.2% 17.5% 17.7% 17.7% 17.6% 0.4% -7.5% -4.6% 2.7% -4.6%
Second least deprived 33019 98366 | 298645| 117653 | 547683 17.9% 16.0% 14.7% 13.8% 14.9% 0.9% -8.2% -4.7% -4.1% -5.1%
Least deprived 44560 | 123629 | 267237| 104336| 539762 24.2% 20.2% 13.1% 12.2% 14.6% 0.9% -6.5% -6.6% -2.9% -5.5%
Total 184465| 613047 | 2034605| 855135| 3687252 | 184465| 613047 | 2034605| 855135 3687252 1.4% -6.5% -3.4% -2.0% -3.6%
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Variables associated with learning aims

Highest Level aim

The level of a learning aims is a key indicator of the type of provision offered in
further education. In this section, we consider the highest level aim taken by an
individual learner and remove all other aims associated with the learner in that year.

The highest aim of around two-thirds of learners (62.6 per cent) was at Level 2 or
Level 3, whereas just under a quarter of learning aims was at a lower level aim (23.5
per cent at either Entry Level or Level 1). Figure 5 (overleaf) also shows that one in
eight learners (13.2 per cent) did not have Level defined for any qualification they
were taking. This last point is important as the equivalent figure for ‘no defined Level’
in years prior to the single ILR was around one in five. The variation in the proportion
of learners by Level each year is therefore a result of improving ILR data collection.

However, there have been significant volumetric changes since 2009/10. The
number of learners whose highest qualification is at Level 2 has fallen year-on-year
by 7.1 per cent since 2009/10 (5.0 per cent since 2011/12) and there were also
smaller annual falls in the number of learners at Level 3 (4.3 percent and 5.1 per
cent respectively). In comparison, the number of Entry level learners increased since
2009/10 and 2011/12. Whilst there was an average fall in the number of learners
counting a Level 1 qualification as their highest since 2009/10, the growth profile has
been quite volatile. There was a large increase in 2012/13 with numbers falling off
again in 2013/14.

The number of learners at Level 4 declined sharply in 2013/14 and, whilst the
number at Level 5 increased fivefold in the same year, the increase came from a low
base and did not replace the Level 4 learners lost. The falls at Level 3 (-14.3 per
cent) and Level 4 (-65.3 per cent) coincide with the introduction of further education
loans in 2013/14.

Highest Level aim by age

Analysis of Level by age was also carried out (Figure 6). In 2013/14, the 25 and
older age group comprise four in five (79.3 per cent) of learners whose highest
qualification is at Entry Level. This age group also form the nearly two-thirds (63.8
per cent) of learners with a Level 1 aim as their highest. In both cases, the number of
older learners at Entry Level and Level 1 increased each year from 2009/10 by 1.8
per cent and 1.3 per cent per annum respectively.

The 25 and over cohort also accounted for over half the learners whose highest aim
was at Level 2 (55.1 per cent). Overall, this group also the largest single bloc of
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learners by age and level comprising one in five (20.4 per cent) of all learners in
2013/14. However, the number of older Level 2 learners fell by -9.4 per cent per
annum — more than twice the rate of decline for learners aged 18 or younger at Level
2.
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Figure 6: Changes in the number of learners by Level, 2009/10 to 2013/14

2013/14 Average | Average Change Change Change Change

% since | % since 2009/10 to 2010/11 to 2011/12 to 2012/13 to

2009/10 | 2011/12 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14
Level n % % % % % % %
Entry Level 366164 9.8% 0.5% 8.2% -17.6% 3.3% 14.6% 1.8%
Level 1 510228 13.7% -1.5% 21% -8.8% -1.5% 14.4% -10.2%
Level 2 1381153 37.0% -11% -5.0% -9.4% -8.9% -9.3% -0.6%
Level 3 953578 25.5% -4.3% -5.2% -4.0% -2.8% 3.9% -14.3%
Level 4 16080 0.4% -14.6% -20.9% -17.6% 1.1% 23.6% -65.3%
Level 5 13155 0.4% 110.1% 250.5% -38.3% -22.2% -14.6% 515.6%
Higher Level 426 0.0% 237.3% 503.1% -9.6% -47.3% -77.2% 1083.3%
Other Level 491477 13.2% -13.1% -2.3% -4.9% -43.1% 5.0% -9.5%
Total 3732261 100.0% -6.6% -3.0% -20.0% 0.7% 1.3% -71.2%

Figure 7: Highest Level aim by age 2013/14 and change since 2009/10

Volume: 2013/14 Average annual percentage change 2009/10
to 2013/14

Highest level aim Under 19 19-24 25+ Total Under 19 19-24 25+ Total

Entry Level 26046 49677 290441 366164 -8.1% -1.6% 1.8% 0.2%
Level 1 96254 88514 325460 510228 -8.8% 2.0% 1.3% -1.5%
Level 2 316879 303783 760491 | 1381153 -3.8% -3.2% -9.4% -7.1%
Level 3 556111 199860 197607 953578 0.1% 0.7% -13.8% -4.3%
Level 4+ 2895 7813 18953 29661 33.0% 0.9% -13.9% -9.7%
Other / unknown level 16439 37000 438038 491477 -24.4% -15.5% -12.0% -13.1%
Total 1014624 686647 | 2030990 | 3732261 -3.7% -3.1% -8.8% -6.6%
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Older learners comprise a third (34.8 per cent) of those with a Level 3 aim as their
highest. Whilst there was a slight fall in the number of learners aged 25 or older at
Level 3 up to 2012/13, numbers nearly halved in 2013/14 (-43.9 per cent). The fall at
Level 4 for older learners was even greater in the same period with a -81.1 per cent
decline. At the same time, the number of older learners at Level 5 increased by
507.2 per cent.

There was a 10 per cent increase in the proportion of learners aged 18 or younger
counting a Level 3 aim as their highest between 2009/10 (48.2 per cent) and
2013/14 (58.3 per cent). This is primarily a result of that fall in Level 3 for older
learners noted above as the volume of younger Level 3 learners remained static over
the period of the study. Young learners at Level 3 comprised one in seven of all
learners in 2013/14.

The relative ratio of women to men by age group remained roughly the same in each
of the five years of the study. For the 25 years and older age group, women
outnumber men by a ratio of around 58:42. This position is reversed for learners
aged 18 or younger (47:53) and for those aged 19 to 24 (48:52).

Highest Level by socio-economic grouping

Figure 7 shows that learners from the most disadvantaged backgrounds were much
more likely to have a low level aim as their highest in 2013/14. Over two in five (42.7
per cent) of entry level learners lived in the most deprived 20 per cent of postcodes
in England and a further quarter (26.6 per cent) lived in the second quintile of most
deprived wards. The same distribution was found for Level 1 learners. It is also the
case that learners from disadvantaged backgrounds on low level aims had the
greatest numerical growth from 2009/10 onwards.

At Level 2, the story was similar but less pronounced. Three in ten learners (30.7 per
cent) with their highest aim at Level 2 were from the most deprived postcodes and
23.8 per cent lived in the second most deprived tier.

For higher levels, the distribution of learners by postcode Index of Multiple
Deprivation score was more representative of the overall population in England.

However, there is an important caveat as the volume of learners with unclassed /
“other” level aims fell over the same time period. As many former learners on the
Adult Safeguarded Learner dataset had no level associated with their aim, the
changes in ‘other’ could simply be a result of improved data coverage on the ILR.
The introduction of the Single ILR in 2011/12 removed inconsistencies in the data
collection methods. Since then, the total number of learners with highest aims at
Entry Level and Level 1 has growth even more: by 10.2 per cent per year at Entry
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Level and by 4.1 per cent at Level 1. Growth was more pronounced amongst
disadvantaged groups, especially at Level 1.
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Figure 8: Changes in the level of learners’ highest aim by IMD ranking, 2009/10 to 2013/14

Totals 2013/14 2013/14 postcode by IMD quintile Annual % Change since 2009/10 by IMD quintile

Level n % Most deprived Least deprived Most deprived Least deprived | Total

Entry Level 360553 9.8% 42.7% 26.6% 14.7% 9.2% 6.8% 3.2% 2.7% 11% | -06% | -2.3% 2.0%
Level 1 499132 | 13.5% 39.4% 251% 15.6% 11.4% 8.6% 6.0% 31% | -1.0% | -33% | -7.9% 1.4%
Level 2 1362233 | 36.9% 30.7% 23.8% 17.8% 14.5% 13.1% 23% | -46% | -65% | -7.0% | -7.8% -5.1%
Level 3 946868 | 25.7% 22.8% 21.2% 18.8% 17.6% 19.5% 28% | -837% | -43% | -43% | -3.8% -3.8%
Level 4+ 29324 0.8% 18.5% 21.0% 20.8% 19.4% 20.4% -6.8% | -85% | -9.8% | -10.3% | -10.2% -9.2%
Other Level 489142 | 13.3% 22.1% 20.3% 18.6% 18.0% 20.9% 127% | -11.7% | -98% | -85% | -6.7% | -10.1%
Total 3687252 29.8% 23.1% 17.6% 14.9% 14.6% 24% | -42% | -56% | -6.1% | -6.4% -4.6%
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There is a shorter term decline (since 2011/12) in highest aims at Levels 2 and 3
amongst the most deprived. At Level 2, the annual fall in the volume of highest aims
amongst the most disadvantaged was -3.2 per cent, compared to -2.3 per cent since
2009/10. At Level 3, the short term fall is even steeper at -5.1 per cent per annum.

Further, the general falls in the number of learners whose highest aim was at Levels
3 and 4 have already been noted. These falls were greater the more deprived was
the home postcode of the learner. For Level 3, the fall in the number of learners from
the most deprived postcodes was -16.1 percent compared to a fall of -9.8 per cent
for learners in the least deprived postcodes. At Level 4, the percentages were -69.7
per cent and -60.5 per cent respectively.

Analysis by provider type

Using data provided by BIS, organisations delivering SFA-funded training were
classified into four groups: schools, FE colleges, private providers and others
(including public sector organisations and charities in direct receipt of SFA funds).
The technical report includes a full explanation of the way in which individual
provider types were classified into these four groups.

Figure 8 shows that over half of funded learners were in FE colleges in 2013/14 and
just under a quarter were at private providers. Although funded learners in schools
account for just one in twenty learners, this is the only group that experienced annual
growth since 2009/10. Conversely, one in six learners was at provision in the other
classification. However, numbers here fell nearly ten percent per year since 2009/10.

Figure 9: Volume and change in funded provision by provider

2013/14
Type of provider n % Annual % Change since 2009
School 185136 5.0% 0.6%
FE College 2067949 55.4% -4.0%
Private 863374 23.1% -6.2%
Other 615802 16.5% -9.6%
Total 3732261 100.0% -5.6%

The fall in learner volumes seen between 2012/13 and 2013/14 affected schools less
than other providers. Whilst the number of learners in schools decreased by -2.0
percent in 2013/14, this fall was smaller than those experienced by FE colleges (-8.1
per cent), private providers (-5.3 per cent) and other providers (-8.0 per cent).
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Analysis of profile by provider type

Sub-group trend analysis by provider types reveals some interesting changes in the
profile of funded learners.

Whilst the median age of learners within the schools category has unsurprisingly
remained the same between 2009/10 and 2013/14 (17 years of age), the median
age of learners in FE colleges and private providers has fallen. In the case of FE
colleges, the median age fell from 27 years old in 2009/10 to 24 years in 2013/14.
The median ages for private Providers were 28 to 26 respectively. The median
age of learners in other types of provision remained steady at 40 years of age.

The balance between men and women by provider mostly remained similar
except for private providers. In 2009/10, 52 per cent of learners at private
providers were men. By 2013/14 there were more women (50.5 percent) than
men. This is principally because the decline in volume for men at private
providers was greater than that of women (falls of -7.4 per cent and -4.9 per cent
per annum respectively). Equal numbers of men and women were enrolled at FE
colleges whereas more women than men were at schools (56.2 per cent women)
and other providers (66.4 per cent).

Figure 9 (overleaf) shows the distribution of learners by provider type based on the
IMD classification of their home postcode. This reveals some distinct trend data.

Providers classed as schools catered for both ends of the IMD spectrum. Nearly
a quarter of learners at schools lived in areas with the highest deprivation (23.7
per cent) with a similar proportion (24.2 per cent) living in the least deprived
postcodes in the country. The schools category is heterogeneous including
numerous sub-classifications of schools such as state schools, academies,
independent schools, sixth forms and pupil referral units.

In contrast, FE colleges and private providers had a learner profile that was
skewed towards the more deprived postcodes of England. Nearly a third of
learners in both types of institution lived in the most deprived quintile of
postcodes in England whereas only one in eight learners came from the least
deprived postcodes.

The growth profile of learners differs by provider type. Although accounting for a
small proportion of overall learners, the only increase in volume since 2009/10
was in schools learners which increased by 1.4 per cent per annum. Interestingly,
there were larger increases in volumes in learners from the most deprived
postcodes (2.6 per cent per annum) and from the second most deprived (1.9 per
cent).

Conversely, learner volumes have decreased markedly (-6.5 per cent per annum)
amongst providers in the other category, these mostly comprising government
and charitable organisations offering their own training.

In the case of FE colleges, learner volumes have on average decreased annually
by -3.4 per cent. These falls are not evenly spread by the home postcode of the
learner. Enrolments from the most deprived postcodes fell by -0.9 per cent per
annum compared to a -6.6 per cent per annum fall from enrolments in the least
deprived postcodes.

43



Figure 10: Volume of learners within provider type by IMD ranking and annual percentage change since 2009/10

2013/14 volume of learners

2013/14 distribution of learners by IMD Quintiles

Annual % change from 2009/10

School Other FE Private | Total School Other FE Private | Total School Other FE Private | Total

IMD Quintiles College College College

Highest deprivation 43674 | 150922 | 630060 | 274673| 1099329 23.7% 24.6% 31.0% 32.1% 29.8% 2.6% -4.5% -0.9% -0.5% -1.3%
Second highest deprivation 33384 | 132603 | 479271| 207021| 852279 18.1% 21.6% 23.6% 24.2% 23.1% 1.9% -6.2% -2.9% -1.5% -3.1%
Mid ranks of deprivation 29828 | 107527 | 359392 | 151452| 648199 16.2% 17.5% 17.7% 17.7% 17.6% 0.4% -7.5% -4.6% -2.7% -4.6%
Second least deprived 33019 98366 | 298645| 117653 | 547683 17.9% 16.0% 14.7% 13.8% 14.9% 0.9% -8.2% -4.7% -4.1% -5.1%
Least deprived 44560 | 123629 | 267237 | 104336| 539762 24.2% 20.2% 13.1% 12.2% 14.6% 0.9% -6.5% -6.6% -2.9% -5.5%
Total 184465 | 613047 | 2034605 | 855135 | 3687252 | 184465| 613047 | 2034605| 855135| 3687252 1.4% -6.5% -3.4% -2.0% -3.6%
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Hypothesis 1: The profile of further education learners has
changed to reflect government policies — summary

This first hypothesis was the broadest, exploring whether changes in the student
profile between the 2009/10 and 2013/14 academic years reflected policy priorities.

It is undoubted that learner numbers and the number of learning aims they took
declined over this period. The trend data in the ILR extracts show numbers of
learners fell by -6.6 per cent per annum over the analysis period.

Moreover, there was a marked fall at the time that the most influential policies for this
element of the study were enacted: In August 2013, the compulsory participation age
for education was increased from 16 to 17 years of age; and in April 2013, loans for
learners aged 25 or over on Level 3 or Level 4 programmes were introduced. This
latter policy was amended to exclude apprenticeships in March 2014. Several
changes in the data coincide with the introduction of these policies.

Volumetric changes related to Advance Learning Loans

Looking first at the potential'® impact of Advanced Learning Loans, overall learner
volumes in the years that loans were introduce, between 2012/13 and 2013/14, fell
by -7.7 per cent. Further, the fall in the number of learners aged 25 or older was
steeper at -10.4 per cent. It is important to consider these top-level changes in the
overall context of FE reform. Like most areas of government spending, funding for
further education reduced in the analysis period and the targets for funding changed
to concentrate on areas that were classed as important priorities.

There is evidence that targeting across the years of the study met with some
success. For example, the fall in the volume of learners from the fifth most deprived
postcodes in England fell at a lower rate (-1.3 per cent per annum) than those from
the fifth least deprived (-5.5 per cent per annum). Overall, further education learners
are over-represented in the population as over half of learners live in the 40 per cent
most deprived wards in the country. Further Education Colleges and Private
Providers are particularly good at recruiting such learners.

The sector has been successful in growing the number of learners whose highest
aim is at Entry of Level 1, especially amongst learners from the most deprived

'S The word potential is important. This study was not designed to look at causation, but relationships.
Looking at the evidence presented in the report as a whole, it seems likely that policies did have some
impact on the changes described in the report. However there is no exploration of the weight
attributed to policy in changing learner volumes.
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postcodes in England. For example, 42.7 per cent of learners whose highest aim is
Entry Level live in the fifth most deprived wards, as do 39.4 per cent of learners with
a Level 1 aim as their highest. This is a clear strength of the sector, especially as the
total number of learners with a highest aim at Entry Level or Level 1 has grown over
the analysis period (by 2.0 per cent and 1.4 per cent respectively).

However, the picture at higher Levels is less positive. The BIS strategy document
notes that “higher skill levels translate directly into higher labour productivity and
enable countries to adopt new technologies.”'® Over a third of further education
learners have a Level 2 aim as their highest. However, there was an annual fall of
5.1 per cent in the number of these learners. More positively, the fall in learner
numbers in the most deprived wards was less than the average (-2.3 per cent per
annum) which is especially important given the relationship between Level 2
qualifications and increases in incomes for those from disadvantaged backgrounds
(Bibby et al, 2014'7). There were also falls at Levels 3 and 4 (-3.8 per cent and -9.2
per cent per annum respectively) and, at these levels, the proportion of learners
living in the most deprived wards was broadly representative of the overall
population. In relation to advanced learning loans, the fall in number of higher Level
learners when the loans were introduced is notable. The number of learners at Level
3 fell by: -14.3 per cent and those at level 4 by -65.3 per cent between 2012/13 and
2013/14.

Responses to raising of the participation age

Trend analysis also shows some interesting variations in the number of 16 to 18 year
olds in the sector. Whilst there was an overall fall of -1.9 per cent in the number of
learners aged 18 or younger between 2012/13 and 2013/14, the fall was mostly due
to fewer learners with an Entry Level or Level 1 aim as their highest. At the same
time, the number of learners at Levels 2 and 3 increased by 2.1 per cent and 0.7 per
cent respectively.

The change in learner numbers by type of provider also shows some interesting
trends. The only provider type to grow numbers across the analysis period was
schools (0.6 per cent per annum). Although the overall number fell in schools by -2.0
per cent between 2012/13 and 2013/14, this was a less-marked fall than the sector
as a whole (-7.2 per cent). Looking solely at the under 19 age group, the average

'6 DfE and BIS (2013). Rigour and Responsiveness in Skills. April 2013. London.
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/186830/13-960-rigour-and-
responsiveness-in-skills-amended.pdf

7 Bibby, D., Buscha, F., Cerqua, A., Thomson, D. and Urwin, P. (2014), Estimation of the labour
market returns to qualifications gained in English Further Education, Department for Business,
Innovation and Skills, Research Paper No. 195.
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annual growth in providers classed as schools was 3.0 per cent compared to a -2.5
per cent fall overall. In 2013/14 (when the first stage of RPA came into effect), the
number of learners aged 18 or under in schools rose by 1.7 per cent compared to a
1.9 per cent fall elsewhere. In particular, the number of younger people at private
and ‘other’ providers fell markedly in 2013/14 (-6.6 per cent and -11.1 per cent
respectively). This shows that schools were more successful in recruiting young
learners after the compulsory participation age increase to 17.

Hypothesis 2: Providers are working with more employers
from target groups

Analysis was undertaken looking at learners who had a programme aim with an
employer (referred to as ‘employed learners’ in this section). Data matching was
used to match employed learners to the Blue Sheep Employer Data Set (EDS),
which records details of the employer organisation, using an identification number.
This match was not always successful, especially in the case of ILR data from
2009/10 and, to a lesser extent, 2010/11. For example, nearly three-quarters of
apprentices and two-thirds of advanced apprentices did not have a valid employer ID
in 2009/10. Whilst this position had been rectified by 2010/11, there were still a
number of aims on legacy programmes such as Entry for Employment and Pathway
programmes without valid employer ID entries in this year.

For this reason, a shorter time series analysis has been completed for employer
engagement which uses more consistent ILR data from 2011/12 onwards. However,
there are still some issues with data quality over this shorter period. The quality of
the match between the ILR and the EDS data improves over time'®. The proportion
of individual learners with an unmatched employer ID in 2011/12 was 35.9 per cent.
This decreased to 17.9 per cent by 2012/13 and was almost zero by 2013/14. This
means that the profile of significant numbers of employers in the years before
2013/14 is unknown, which precludes any volumetric analysis of employers by
business demographics.

As a result, we have reviewed changes in the proportions of learners and aims
associated with employer IDs year-on-year which assumes no bias in the distribution
of unmatched Employer IDs across the three years of the study. This assumption is
untested.

'8 Blue Sheep maintain a historical dataset of all employers which is maintained and updated over
time. Their matching processes have developed. For example, they now clean data using both trading
name and legal name (they used to only use the former). Employers stay in the dataset even if they
no longer have learners.
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Employed learners by size and Standard Industrial
Classification (SIC) of their employer

Figure 10 shows the number of employed learners in organisation where both the
sector and size are known. In 2013/14, over one in five (22.0 per cent) employed
learners were with organisations classed in the Human Health and Social Work
Activities Section of the Standard Industrial Classification (SIC). Nearly three in ten
employed learners were found in three other SIC Sections: Wholesale and Retail
Trade Repair of Motor Vehicles & Motorcycles (12.8 per cent); Manufacturing (8.5
per cent); and Construction (7.2 per cent) .
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Figure 11: Number and proportion of employed learners* working in SMEs, 2013/14 and change since 2011/12

% employment

exc. Self-

employed in Change in

Proportion | SMEs Proportion | SMEs in representation by SIC

SIC Section All (n) All (%) (n) SME (%) | England (ONS) | Section since 2011/12
Q Human Health and Social Work Activities 196294 22.0% 152789 77.8% 53.7% 0.5%
G Wholesale and Retail Trade Repair of Motor Vehicles & Motorcycles 114183 12.8% 65870 57.7% 37.0% 0.1%
F Construction 64313 7.2% 53230 82.8% 42.4% -0.2%
C Manufacturing 75580 8.5% 50095 66.3% 50.1% -0.1%
I Accommodation and Food Service Activities 61316 6.9% 40886 66.7% 52.9% 0.7%
P Education 81046 9.1% 37839 46.7% 36.7% -0.8%
S Other Service Activities 44688 5.0% 37286 83.4% 52.0% 0.1%
N Administrative and Support Service Activities 40706 4.6% 26816 65.9% 35.1% -1.1%
R Arts Entertainment and Recreation 27277 3.1% 23071 84.6% 30.9% 0.0%
M Professional Scientific and Technical Activities 30283 3.4% 21540 71.1% 48.5% 0.6%
H Transportation and Storage 35329 4.0% 21412 60.6% 25.9% -0.5%
J Information and Communication 16143 1.8% 12550 77.7% 38.1% 0.3%
K Financial and Insurance Activities 18342 21% 9067 49.4% 22.5% 0.2%
L Real Estate Activities 9749 1.1% 6510 66.8% 55.5% 0.2%
A Agriculture Forestry and Fishing 5426 0.6% 4971 91.6% 66.6% 0.1%
E Water Supply Sewerage Waste Management and Remediation Activities 5156 0.6% 2915 56.5% 21.6%** -0.1%
O Public Administration and Defence Compulsory Social Security 62995 7.1% 1093 n/a -0.1%
T Activities of Households As Employers etc. 618 0.1% 571 92.4% | n/a 0.0%
D Electricity Gas Steam and Air Conditioning Supply 1707 0.2% 541 31.7% 21.6%** 0.0%
U Activities of Extraterritorial Organisations and Bodies 491 0.1% 393 80.0% | n/a 0.0%
B Mining and Quarrying 570 0.1% 350 61.4% 21.6%** 0.0%
Total 892212 100.0% 569795 63.9% 41.9%

*Base includes only those employed learners for whom size and sector of employer was listed.

** Sections B, D and E are combined together in the ONS business statistics.
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This distribution of learners broadly tallies with the distribution of employers by SIC
found in research on apprenticeships such as the 2014 Evaluation of Apprenticeship
Employers (Colahan and Johnson, 2014'%) with the exception of Accommodation
and Food Service Activities. The difference in the target audience for each study is
likely to explain variations in sector.

Almost two-thirds (63.9 per cent) of employed learners were based within Small and
Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs). As a point of comparison, the proportion of
employees in the whole English economy working in SMEs was 41.9 per cent at the
start of 20142°. Furthermore, there are some marked differences in the proportion of
employed learners based in SMEs compared to the general distribution of
employment by sector. For example, learners employed by Construction firms are
twice as likely to be employed by an SME compared to the general employment
profile of the English economy. Differences of a similar magnitude are found for
employers in the SIC Sections of Arts Entertainment and Recreation, Transportation
and Storage, and Information and Communication.

The final column in Figure 10 shows the average change in the distribution of
employed learners by SIC section since 2011/12. The largest increases in the
proportion of employed learners are shown for employers in the SIC Sections of
Accommodation and Food Service Activities, Professional Scientific and Technical
Activities, Human Health and Social Work Activities and Information and
Communication. Conversely, there was a fall in representation for employers within
the Administrative and Support Service Activities, Education and Transportation and
Storage SIC Sections.

Employed learners by level of highest aim and employer’s
SIC

The highest aim of over half of employer learners (56.1 per cent) was at Level 2 and
the highest aim of a further third (36.2 per cent) was at Level 3. Figure 11 ranks SIC
Sections by the proportion of employed learners whose highest aim is at Level 2.
This ranged from Accommodation and Food Service Activities with nearly three-
quarters (72.2 per cent) of employed learners at Level 2 down to Mining and

9 Colahan, M. and Johnson, C. (2014) Apprenticeships evaluation: employers. BIS Research Paper
204. BIS. London. https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/file/
387595/bis-14-1207-Apprenticeships-Evaluation-Employers-December-2014.pdf

20 BIS (2014) Business Population Estimates for the UK and Regions 2014. Table 20 England.
Published 26 November 2014.
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Quarrying with 42.6 per cent (although only 570 employed learners were based in
organisations in this SIC Section in 2013/14).

The SIC Sections with the highest proportions of Level 3 employed learners were
Information and Communication (47.6 per cent), Mining and Quarrying (46.1 per
cent) and Financial and Insurance Activities (44.5 per cent). Also noteworthy are
Human Health and Social Work Activities, Manufacturing and Construction because
of the high volume of employed learners at Level 3 working for organisations classed
as such. Two in five (41.9 per cent) of all employed learners at Level 3 worked for
organisations within these 3 SIC Sections. Further, over a third (35.6 per cent) of
employed learners at Level 4 or higher were found in this Section. The Professional
Scientific and Technical Activities Section is also worth highlighting because of the
high levels of employed learners whose highest level was at Level 3 (40.7 per cent)
and Level 4 (7.8 per cent).

Short-term growth figures from 2011/12 are also shown. Since that time, there has
been a decline in the number of employed learners with a highest aim at Level 2 of
4.1 per cent per annum and an annual increase at Level 3 of 6.7 per cent.

Looking at SIC sections with larger volumes of employed learners (10,000 or more),
the largest increases at Level 2 have been seen within the following SIC Sections:

e Accommodation and Food Service Activities (+14.5 per cent per annum);
e Professional Scientific and Technical Activities (+14.1 per cent);

e Information and Communication (+9.7 per cent); and

e Financial and Insurance Services (+8.0 per cent).

The biggest fallers over the same period at Level 2 were in:

e Administrative and Support Service Activities (down -18.0 per cent per
annum);

e Transportation and Storage (down -14.7 per cent);

e Wholesale and Retail Trade Repair of Motor Vehicles & Motorcycles (-13.1
per cent); and

e Manufacturing (-9.2 per cent).

At Level 3, there were increases in the number of employed learners across nearly
all SIC Sections with the notable exception of Education. The largest annual rises in
Sections with most learners were in:

e Real Estate Activities (+ 27.3 per cent per annum);
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e Professional Scientific and Technical Activities (+ 23.2 per cent);
e Financial and Insurance Services (+19.3 per cent);

e Accommodation and Food Service Activities (+19.0 per cent);

e Information and Communication (+18.9 per cent);

e Transportation and Storage (+17.1 per cent); and

o Wholesale and Retail Trade Repair of Motor Vehicles & Motorcycles (+13.3
percent).

Although the increases at sub-Level 2 and Level 4+ appear large, they are from
relatively low bases in 2011/12 (27,809 and 7,605 learners respectively). The
doubling of employed learners in two years at Level 4+, and the annual increases at
Level 3 is positive given the policy focus on higher level learning.

52



Figure 12: Number and proportion of employed learners by highest level aim, 2013/14 and change since 2011/12

Average % Change since

2013/14 2011/12

Entry /

L1/ Entry / L1
SIC Section Other L2 L3 L4+ Total / Other L2 L3 L4+ Total
I Accommodation and Food Service Activities 4.8% | 72.2% | 22.5% | 0.5% | 61316 115.2% 14.5% | 19.0% | 68.4% 17.3%
H Transportation and Storage 77% | 72.0% | 19.4% | 0.9% | 35329 168.8% | -14.7% | 171% | 92.9% -6.8%
N Administrative and Support Service Activities 8.0% | 69.1% | 21.6% | 1.3% | 40706 28.3% | -18.0% 28% | 521% | -12.1%
E Water Supply Sewerage Waste Management & Remediation 4.1% | 66.5% | 28.3% | 1.1% 5156 105.7% | -15.4% 2.9% 73.3% -9.6%
A Agriculture Forestry and Fishing 7.6% | 64.8% | 26.2% | 1.4% 5426 224.6% 17.0% | 21.0% | 135.7% | 21.6%
G Wholesale and Retail Trade Repair of Motor Vehicles & Motorcycles 5.1% | 60.9% | 33.1% | 1.0% | 114183 116.9% | -13.1% | 13.3% | 55.7% -4.5%
F Construction 3.8% | 59.7% | 35.7% | 0.8% | 64313 76.2% -2.9% 1.6% | -23.4% -0.4%
O Public Administration and Defence Compulsory Social Security 4.8% | 58.2% | 34.9% | 2.0% | 62995 23.1% -3.0% 22% | 42.5% -0.1%
S Other Service Activities 3.5% | 58.0% | 37.7% | 0.8% | 44688 80.2% 0.6% | 11.6% | 20.3% 5.4%
T Activities of Households As Employers etc. 5.8% | 57.6% | 34.6% | 1.9% 618 509.4% | 40.3% | 31.7% n/a | 38.0%
R Arts Entertainment and Recreation 4.0% | 56.6% | 38.8% | 0.6% | 27277 227.4% 1.8% 57% | 37.9% 5.0%
D Electricity Gas Steam and Air Conditioning Supply 54% | 54.2% | 39.3% | 1.1% 1707 178.0% | 34.5% | -21.1% | 69.1% 1.9%
L Real Estate Activities 5.0% | 53.7% | 39.7% | 1.7% 9749 149.2% | 151% | 27.3% | 23.1% | 21.7%
C Manufacturing 9.0% | 52.5% | 37.2% | 1.4% | 75580 70.1% 92% | 121% | 43.2% 1.4%
U Activities of Extraterritorial Organisations and Bodies 4.7% | 50.7% | 41.8% | 2.9% 491 -85% | -11.1% | 28.3% | 238.6% | -14.4%
K Financial and Insurance Activities 3.6% | 49.7% | 44.5% | 2.2% 18342 71.8% 8.0% | 19.3% | 40.8% 14.3%
Q Human Health and Social Work Activities 4.8% | 49.3% | 42.9% | 3.1% | 196294 19.3% 1.9% 2.5% | 125.7% 3.8%
J Information and Communication 3.9% | 45.5% | 47.6% | 3.1% 16143 225.5% 9.7% | 18.9% | 149.4% | 17.1%
M Professional Scientific and Technical Activities 6.0% | 45.5% | 40.7% | 7.8% | 30283 95.1% 141% | 232% | 39.9% | 21.3%
P Education 11.4% | 44.3% | 424% | 1.9% | 81046 8.4% -6.4% -1.6% | 34.4% -2.8%
B Mining and Quarrying 9.6% | 42.6% | 46.1% | 1.6% 570 278.2% | -31.9% 22% | -69.3% | -19.7%
UNCLASSED 3.5% | 58.5% | 33.8% | 4.2% 142 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Total 5.9% | 56.1% | 36.2% | 1.9% | 892354 39.4% -4.1% 6.7% | 52.6% 1.5%
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Employed learners by provider type and SIC

In 2013/14, the majority of employed learners were training with either private
providers (51.7 per cent) or FE colleges (40.5 per cent). As might be expected,
Figure 12 also shows that very few employed learners trained in schools (0.3 per
cent) and one in thirteen (7.4 per cent) were training with other providers.

Since 2011/12, the share of employed learners training with private providers fell by
2.1 per cent whereas the share at FE colleges increased by 1.7 per cent.
Furthermore, the number of employed learners training at FE colleges increased by
3.8 per cent per annum and fell slightly by 0.3 per cent amongst private providers.

Private providers had the largest ‘market share’ in nine of the fourteen SIC Sections
with over 10,000 employed learners in each section. Employed learners were two
and a half more times more likely to train with private providers compared to FE
colleges if their employer was within the Accommodation and Food Service Activities
(70.2 per cent private, versus 28.4 per cent at FE colleges) and Financial and
Insurance Activities Sectors, and twice as likely for employers in the Wholesale and
Retail Trade Repair of Motor Vehicles & Motorcycles SIC Section. Private providers
also train more employed learners in the largest SIC Section by volume, Human
Health and Social Work Activities (57.0 per cent against 39.8 per cent in FE
Colleges).

Where FE colleges have a greater market share, they tend to be less dominant
within a sector than private providers. For example, the largest share of a populous
sector held by FE colleges was the 56.9 per cent of learners employed in the
Manufacturing SIC Section, compared to 40.2 per cent with private providers. FE
Colleges also trained 56.3 per cent of employed learners in the Construction sector
in 2013/14 compared to the 32.3 per cent trained by private providers and the 11.3
per cent trained by other providers. The other group also trained most employed
learners (58.5 per cent) in the Public Administration and Defence Compulsory Social
Security SIC Section, which includes the large number of those learning in the armed
forces.

Although private providers have the target market share, they have seen a slight
decline in volume since 2011/12. This is primarily due to falls in volume in some of
the SIC Sections with a lot of employed learners such as Wholesale and Retail
Trade Repair of Motor Vehicles & Motorcycles (a fall of -11.5 per cent per annum),
Education (-4.8 per cent) and Construction (-11.3 per cent). In comparison, FE
Colleges enjoyed an increase in numbers in each of these SIC Sections over the
same period. Both types of provider enjoyed above-average growth in learner
volumes for those employed in the Human Health and Social Work Activities,
Professional Scientific and Technical Activities, Financial and Insurance Activities
and Information and Communication SIC Sections.
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Figure 13: Distribution of highest Level aims by subject tier, 2013/14 and change since 2011/12

Average percentage change per annum since

Share of employed learners 20013/14 2011/12
FE FE

SIC Section School | Other College | Private | Total School | Other College | Private | Total

Q Human Health and Social Work Activities 0.5% 2.7% 39.8% 57.0% 196294 -20.5% -14.9% 5.0% 4.7% 3.9%
G Wholesale and Retail Trade Repair of Motor Vehicles & Motorcycles 0.1% 1.8% 33.4% 64.7% | 114183 31.3% 30.3% 13.7% | -11.5% -4.5%
P Education 0.8% 5.2% 41.5% 52.5% 81046 -4.1% -4.8% 0.5% -4.8% -2.8%
C Manufacturing 0.1% 2.7% 56.9% 40.2% 75580 76.7% 0.1% 1.3% 2.0% 1.6%
F Construction 0.1% 11.3% 56.3% 32.3% 64313 -15.8% 8.0% 6.5% -11.3% -0.3%
O Public Administration and Defence Compulsory Social Security 0.1% 58.5% 21.5% 20.0% 62995 | -20.2% 87% | -12.5% -5.1% 0.0%
I Accommodation and Food Service Activities 0.3% 1.0% 28.4% 70.2% 61316 -10.8% 1.6% 25.1% 15.2% 17.4%
S Other Service Activities 0.3% 1.6% 37.8% 60.3% 44688 6.7% 6.0% 14.2% 1.0% 5.5%
N Administrative and Support Service Activities 0.3% 2.8% 49.6% 47.3% 40706 9.3% 1.2% | -15.0% -8.9% | -11.9%
H Transportation and Storage 0.3% 1.2% 51.4% 471% 35329 | 111.4% 2.0% -6.0% -7.8% -6.8%
M Professional Scientific and Technical Activities 0.4% 1.9% 42.6% 55.1% 30283 63.1% 22.4% 25.2% 18.5% 21.3%
R Arts Entertainment and Recreation 0.4% 2.8% 42.0% 54.9% 27277 2.8% 56.6% 5.2% 3.8% 5.2%
K Financial and Insurance Activities 0.3% 1.3% 28.2% 70.2% 18342 22.2% 24.8% 15.4% 14.3% 14.6%
J Information and Communication 0.3% 21.1% 27.6% 51.0% 16143 45.8% -4.5% 12.0% 36.8% 17.1%
L Real Estate Activities 0.2% 2.0% 40.4% 57.5% 9749 | 104.2% 12.6% 7.3% 37.5% 21.9%
A Agriculture Forestry and Fishing 0.0% 3.9% 67.6% 28.5% 5426 | -49.1% 1.2% 27.3% 14.8% 21.9%
E Water Supply Sewerage Waste Management and Remediation 0.3% 3.7% 59.0% 36.9% 5156 | 112.5% 0.8% -7.8% | -13.2% -9.5%
D Electricity Gas Steam and Air Conditioning Supply 0.0% 0.1% 38.0% 62.0% 1707 | n/a 25.0% 9.8% -2.1% 1.9%
T Activities of Households As Employers etc. 0.0% 5.5% 40.3% 54.2% 618 | -50.0% 73.6% 47.0% 32.3% 38.0%
B Mining and Quarrying 0.0% 12.1% 65.1% 22.8% 570 | n/a 48.7% | -121% | -37.6% | -18.6%
U Activities of Extraterritorial Organisations and Bodies 0.0% 4.5% 40.9% 54.6% 491 | n/a 56.3% 151% | -241% | -14.4%
UNCLASSED 0.7% 4.2% 64.8% 30.3% 142 | n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Total 0.3% 7.4% 40.5% 51.7% 892354 -6.0% 4.5% 3.8% -0.3% 1.6%
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Hypothesis 2: Providers are working with more employers
from target groups — summary

The Holt Review of 20122 explored ways in which apprenticeships could be more
accessible to small and medium enterprises (SMEs). Holt particularly highlights the
importance of flexible and responsive training to SMEs. The overall tone of policy is
to improve access to vocational training for SMEs.

The data shows that there are more further education learners working in SMEs than
would be expected given the overall employment profile of adults in England. Nearly
two-thirds (63.9 per cent) of employed learners worked for SMEs in 2013/14 and this
compares to 41.9 per cent of the whole workforce in England at the same time. SME
representation of employed learners was particularly high in the Construction (82.8

per cent) and Human Health and Social Work Activities (77.8 per cent) SIC Sections.

The highest aim of nearly all employed learners was either Level 2 (56.1 per cent) or
Level 3 (36.2 percent). There were distinct variations depending on the industrial
sector in which the learner was employed. Many services sectors had a higher than
average proportion of learners at Level 2 (such as Accommodation and Food
Services and Retail) whereas technical and secondary industry sectors tended to
have more learners than average at Level 3 (e.g. Manufacturing and Professional
Scientific and Technical Activities). The key exception to this general rule was
learners employed in the Human Health and Social Work Activities SIC section.

Policy is also directed towards improving the technical skills base at Level 3. The
number of employed learners for whom an employer can be identified since
2011/12%2 has increased by an average of 1.5 per cent in both years. However, there
has also been an improvement in the quality of the data over this time which may
account for any change?3. As a result there are question marks concerning the ability
of the data to adequately explain changes in learner volumes. If it is assumed the
error resulting from unmatched records is unbiased, then there was a relative
increase in the number of employed learners at Level 3 at the expense of those at
Level 2. Moreover, increases in Level 3 in some technical sectors such as
Information and Communication and Professional Scientific and Technical Activities

21 Holt, J. (2012) Making Apprenticeships More Accessible to Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises.
BIS. London. https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/file/34731/12-891-
making-apprenticeships-more-accessible-to-smes-holt-review.pdf

22 Data before this time is less reliable.

23 The proportion of individual learners with an unmatched employer ID in 2011/12 was 35.9 per cent.
This decreased to 17.9 per cent by 2012/13 and was almost zero by 2013/14.
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were relatively large. However, the data is inconclusive. Further analysis on
publication of the 2014/15 final ILR will help clarify this position.

Hypothesis 3: Reductions in funding have affected the
quality of further education provision

The idea of quality is relatively subjective and is hard to classify in management
information data. The markers of educational quality are variable and dependent on
a range of factors including the skills of teachers and trainers and the relevance of
training to the learner (and employer). In 2011, BIS considered a range of outcome-
based metrics for ‘success’ in adult further education using experimental data in the
2010/11 academic year (BIS, 201424). Whilst useful, success measures such as
learner destinations, progression and earning do not necessarily equate to training
quality.

Several other metrics are arguably more useful as quality measures. For example,
the Specification of Apprenticeship Standards in England (SASE) sets out some
quality metrics such as the number of guided learning hours (GLH) and a minimum
duration of one year. Whilst GLH is the better quality measure, its coverage in the
ILR is patchy and so it is not useful for time series analysis. However, duration can
be assessed for the vast majority of aims and is used in this analysis. Duration is not
without its problems as a proxy: an aim may be undertaken over a long period of
time but involve little guided learning. Furthermore, some training such as
Traineeships is designed to be short duration and lead onto an apprenticeship.
However, there is some evidence that relates duration to quality measures in other
studies. For example, Higton et al (2014, p.96)2° identified a weak but significant
correlation between apprenticeship length and hours spent training at an external
provider away from the usual workplace (which is another quality measure used in
the SASE standards).

This section therefore looks at changes in the proportion of aims that are achieved
over the period of the study and the duration of aims as proxies for quality. The ILR
breaks outcomes into several categories (Figure 13) which were reclassified for the
purpose of analysis. When discussing the duration of aims, only those re-classed as

24 BIS (2014) Outcome based success measures: Experimental Data 2010/11. August 2014. BIS
London. https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment _data/file/342727/bis-14-
1004-adult-further-education-outcome-based-success-measures-experimental-data-v15.pdf. The
authors note the elapsed time between the experimental data and the publication date.

25 Higton, J., Emmett, R. and Halliday, R. (2014) Apprenticeships Evaluation: Learners. BIS Research
Paper 205. December 2014. BIS. London. https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/387662/bis-14-1208-Apprenticeships-Evaluation-Learners-December-2014.pdf
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Achieved [Achieved (non-AS level aims) and Achieved and cashed (AS levels only)]
were used.

Figure 14: Analysis class of ILR outcomes

ILR code in outcome / A35 Class for analysis
1 = Achieved (non AS-level aims) Achieved

2 = Partial Achievement Other

3 = No Achievement Not achieved

4 = Exam Taken/ Assessment Completed But Result Not Yet | Other
Known

5 = Learning Activities Are Complete But The Exam Has Not | Other
Yet Been Taken And There Is An Intention To Take The

Exam/Assessment

6 = Achieved but uncashed (AS-levels only)* Other

7 = Achieved and cashed (AS-levels only)* Achieved
9 = Study Continuing Continuing

* From 2010/11 onwards

Achieved aims

In 2013/14, three in five (59.6 per cent) aims were achieved and one in five (19.6 per
cent) were continuing (Figure 14). The volume of aims listed as achieved increased
by 7.8 per cent per annum from 2009/10. However, the proportion of all aims listed
as achieved decreased by a percentage point per annum over the same time period.
Part of the reason for these changes is structural as there was a large increase in
the number of aims classed as continuing over this period (up 17.3 per cent per
annum), as well as year-on-year growth in the proportion of continuing aims (up 1.1
per cent per annum). One explanation for this change is an increase in the number
and proportion of aims lasting longer than a year.

Achieved aims by age

Figure 14 shows some variation in the achieved rate of aims by age. Learners aged
18 or younger were more likely to have achieved their aims than those aged 19 to 24
(59.2 per cent versus 50.4 per cent). However, the 19 to 24 age group were more
likely to be continuing with their aims (27.3 per cent compared 10 16.5 per cent). The
over 25 age group were more likely than others to achieve (64.2 per cent). Looking
at achieved and continuing aims combined, the proportion increased with age: three
quarters (75.7 per cent) of aims taken by under 19s ended in achievement or
continuation rising to over four in five (82.1 per cent) of the 25 and older group.
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Figure 15: Achieved aims by age in 2013/14 and change since 2009/10

Average percentage
2013714 change since 2009 in
0, H P n
. - % % % Achieved Number of aims I'OPOI’tIOﬂ
Age Achieved | Continuing . I or . of aims
Achieved |Continuing - achieved .
continuing achieved
Under
19 2543751 708438 59.2% 16.5% 75.7% 2.4% -0.1%
19-24 1631613 884135 50.4% 27.3% 77.6% 14.8% -0.9%
25+ 4456747 1238569 64.2% 17.9% 82.1% 9.7% -1.5%
Total 8632111 2831142 59.6% 19.6% 79.2% 7.8% -0.9%

Achieved aims by provider type

There is a large amount of structural variation between achieved and continuing
aims by provider type. In the case of schools, nearly four in five aims (78.0 per cent)
were achieved in 2013/14 and just 2.9 per cent were classed as continuing. At the
other end of the spectrum, fewer than half (46.0 per cent) of the aims taken by
learners at private providers were achieved and three in ten (30.9 per cent) were
classed as continuing.

Looking at achieved and continuing aims combined, there was much less variation
by provider type. Learners at other providers were the most likely to record a known
positive outcome with 84.9 per cent achieving or continuing. Schools and FE
colleges had similar proportions (80.9 per cent and 79.3 per cent respectively) with
private providers having the lowest combination figure (76.8 per cent).

FE colleges and schools saw annual increases in the proportion of aims that were
either achieved or continuing since 2009/10: the increases were 0.8 and 0.7
percentage points per annum respectively. Conversely, the figure for other providers
fell very slightly (-0.1 percentage point per annum) whereas the combined figure for
achieved and continuing aims fell by half a percentage point per annum at private
providers.

With respect to quality, much of this variation will be a result of the different types of
learning delivered by providers. However, the fall in positive outcomes amongst
private providers may suggest such providers were facing some problems with
delivery. Conversely, the annual increases for FE colleges and schools suggest that
they have been successful in managing change over the period covered in the study.
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Duration of achieved aims

Duration by Level

Duration was derived by subtracting the start date from the actual completion date
listed in the ILR. The result was the number of days it took to complete an aim.
Looking at all completed aims, the median duration per aim decreased from 162
days in 2009/10 to 140 days by 2013/14 (Figure 15). However, this change masks
some important structural changes in the ILR. In 2009/10, just over a quarter of
achieved aims (26.3 per cent) were at Entry Level or Level 1. This proportion
increased to over a third (35.3 per cent) by 2013/14. Lower Level aims tended to be
of shorter duration than those at higher Levels, and have become shorter over the
study period. In the case of Level 1 aims, the median duration nearly halved from
132 days 2009/10 to 70 days in 2013/14.

The picture is different for achieved aims at higher Levels. At Level 2, the median
duration fell between 2009/10 and 2011/12 and then increased again up to 2013/14
(during which time the volume of Level 2 aims increased markedly). On average, the
duration of Level 2 aims increased by 6 days a year between 2009/10 and 2013/14.
In comparison, the median duration at Level 3 barely moved.

Figure 16: Median duration of learning aims by Level, 2013/14

2013/14
Annual change Annual change

Median (days) Total (%)
Entry Level 72 -11.5 | 1100268 19.6%
Level 1 70 -15.5 | 1946311 17.3%
Level 2 234 6.0 | 2342116 6.9%
Level 3 298 0.5 | 1285390 3.0%
Level 4 366 21.0 15315 -6.6%
Level 5 274 -14.9 108 -36.7%
Higher Level 0 n/a 0 -51.6%
Other 56 0.0 | 1942603 6.2%
Total 140 -5.5 | 8632111 9.0%

Duration by provider type

As the mix of aims by Level differs by provider, the typical duration of achieved aims
also differs (Figure 16). Looking at aims at Level 2 and above, there are distinct
differences by provider. For schools, the median duration changed little by Level
which ties in with the formalised academic year for providers of this type. By
comparison, the general pattern of increasing duration with Level is apparent at FE
colleges. For private and other providers, the changes are different. Whilst Level 2
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aims are the shortest, Level 3 aims have a longer median duration than the small
number of completed aims at Level 4 or above. Looking at all aims at Level 2 or

higher, those delivered by private providers had the longest duration and those at
other providers the shortest.

Figure 17: Median duration of learning aims by Level and type of provider, 2013/14

Broad Level 2 Level 3
Organisation Change Change
type in Annual in Annual
category median change median change
Median (days) N (%) Median (days) N (%)
School 277.00 0.5 58982 -4.9%| 299.00 -0.8| 428720 2.1%
Other 134.00 -8.5| 174959 7.1%| 362.00 20.5 33629 1.2%
FE College 203.00 -7.5| 1276469 51%| 291.00 0.0 598109 0.7%
Private 289.00 26.5| 820379 12.2%| 391.00 15.3| 224780 18.7%
Total* 235.00 6.0| 2330789 7.0%| 298.00 0.5| 1285238 3.0%
Broad Level 4 Total
Organisation Change Change
type in Annual in Annual
category median change median change
Median (days) N (%) Median (days) N (%)
School 308.00 15.8 203 -9.3%| 298.00 -0.5| 487905 1.0%
Other 277.00 34.5 1472 5.3% 172.00 -8.3| 210060 5.7%
FE College 365.00 19.5 8701| -13.9%| 270.00 0.0| 1883279 3.4%
Private 377.00 13.8 5047 21.9%| 329.00 29.8| 1050206 13.3%
Total* 366.00 19.8 15423 -8.2%| 286.00 3.3| 3631450 5.3%

Overall, the duration of aims has increased at Levels 2 and 4+. In particular, there
were large increases in the duration in aims at all Levels at private providers: the
median at Level 2 increased by 26.5 days annually since 2009/10, by 15.3 days at
Level 3, and by 13.8 days at Level 4 and above.

Over the same period, the duration of Level 2 aims fell by around 8 days per annum
at FE colleges and other providers. At Level 3, there was no change in the duration
of achieved aims at FE Colleges. However, the length of Level 3 aims at other
providers increased by 20.5 days per annum. Aims at Level 4 and above increased
across the board.

Hypothesis 3: Reductions in funding have affected the
quality of further education provision — summary

In many senses, this question is qualitative in nature. Quantitative measures of
quality tend to lose the nuance of any activity and may under-represent some

important gains made by a target audience. For example, school performance
tables include a variety of value-added metrics in order to measure the relative
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impact on disadvantaged pupils. The work cited earlier by Bibby et al (20142%) also
challenges some long-held assumptions about the value of lower level qualifications
to the disadvantaged and adds to the ‘quality’ debate.

Changes in the proportion of learners achieving or continuing
learning aims

Two proxies for quality were examined in the ILR for this study. The first is changes
in the proportion of qualifications that were achieved or continuing. Ideally, this
should either increase over time to show improvements in outcomes or, in the case
of smaller budgets, remain at a similar level to illustrate that providers are coping
with financial change. Of course, the measure has flaws. For example, one reason
why the proportion of aims achieved increases could be that the aim itself is easier —
a line of argument followed by some critics of the historical increases in the
proportion of learners achieving high grade A Levels.

ILR data shows a structural change in the balance between achieved and continuing
aims. In the period analysed, the proportion of aims achieved decreased by a
percentage point per annum whereas the proportion of aims classed as continuing
increased by around the same amount. In combination, this shows the sector
responded well to falls in the amount of funding received.

Using the proportion of aims achieved or continuing as a proxy for a response to
changes in funding, Schools and FE colleges reacted better than other providers.
Both showed an annual increase in the combined rate of 0.8 and 0.7 per cent
respectively. Conversely, private providers struggled on this measure showing a fall
of -0.5 per cent over the same period.

Changes in the duration of aims

The second proxy is the duration of the aim. Duration is a usual proxy as it generally
correlates to the depth of content within an aim. Whilst it is true that a short duration,
full-time aim may have more guided learning hours than a longer duration, part-time
aim, duration does provide a useful rule of thumb for the amount of content. In the
case of apprenticeship, for example, a minimum duration is stipulated in the current
SASE standards and past apprenticeship research shows a relationship between

26 Bibby, D., Buscha, F., Cerqua, A., Thomson, D. and Urwin, P. (2014), Estimation of the labour
market returns to qualifications gained in English Further Education, Department for Business,
Innovation and Skills, Research Paper No. 195.
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duration and the amount of time spent training away from a usual workplace (Higton
et al, 2014, p.96)?".

Although the overall median duration of aims decreased from 162 days in 2009/10 to
140 days in 2013/14, the main reason for this change was the structure of all aims
taken by learners. A third (35.3 per cent) of all aims was at Entry Level of Level 1 in
2013/14 which was an increase of nine percentage points compared to 2009/10.

At Level 2, aim duration has risen markedly since 2011/12 and the median increased
by 6 days per annum between 2009/10 and 2013/14. The story at Level 3 is
different. There has been no overall change in median duration over the period of
analysis. However, there have been improvements by provider type, especially
amongst private providers at which the median duration of training has increased by
27 days per annum at Level 2 and 15 days per annum at Level 3. Coupled with the
decrease in the number of aims and learners in private provision, these changes
may suggest that shorter duration training has substantially reduced. Some of this
provision has been used in the past for the purpose of staff retention and reward as
opposed to improving the skills of employees (see for example Hogarth et al,
201228). As policy seeks to target training on those that need to improve skills or gain
new ones, so it is possible that changes to the funding model have reduced
instances of employers using training as a reward mechanism or for accrediting an
employee’s existing skills or knowledge.

Hypothesis 4: Further education is concentrating more on
STEM aims

It is a long held view that the UK economy suffers as a result of shortages in
workforce STEM skills. Past research tends to concentrate on STEM shortages at
Level 4 and higher and much of the literature looks at the supply and demand of
skills at undergraduate and postgraduate level (see for example Bosworth, Lyonette
and Wilson, 20132°). As a result, the definition of STEM is based on academic
subjects in medicine, sciences, mathematics, computer programming and

27 Higton, J., Emmett, R. and Halliday, R. (2014) Apprenticeships Evaluation: Learners. BIS Research
Paper 205. December 2014. BIS. London. https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/387662/bis-14-1208-Apprenticeships-Evaluation-Learners-December-2014.pdf
28 Hogarth, T. et al (2012) Employer Investment in Apprenticeships and Workplace Learning: The Fifth
Net benefits of Training to Employers Study. BIS Research Paper 67. BIS. London.
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/file/32306/12-814-
employer-investment-in-apprenticeships-fifth-net-benefits-study.pdf

2 Bosworth, D., Lyonette, C. and Wilson, R. (2013). The Supply of and Demand for High-Level STEM
Skills. Evidence Report 77. November 2013. UKCES. Wath-upon-Dearne. https://www.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/302973/evidence-report-77-high-level-
stem-skills_1_.pdf
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engineering. In 2012, a 157 Group report (Green and Fletcher, 20123°) explored
challenges in provision with the further education sector. Their definition of STEM
was broader and encompassed some lower level qualifications such as numeracy,
functional skills, and information and communication technology.

In this study, a narrower definition has been taken based on the Tier 2 Subject
Group. Figure 17 shows which Tier 2 subject lines were classed as STEM in this
instance. The ‘mixed’ group are subjects within the ILR that had no Tier 2
classification and could potentially have been STEM. The proportion and number of
aims without a Tier 2 code decreases with time, suggesting that the quality of data
increased. As a result, these have been generally removed from analysis.

Figure 18: LARS Tier 2 Subjects classed as STEM

LARS
STEM Code Subject Tier
Yes 1.1 Medicine and Dentistry
Yes 2 Science and Mathematics
Yes 21 Science
Yes 2.2 Mathematics and Statistics
Yes 3.3 Animal Care and Veterinary Science
Yes 4.1 Engineering
Yes 4.2 Manufacturing Technologies
Yes 51 Architecture
Yes 6 Information and Communication Technology
Yes 6.1 ICT Practitioners
Yes 6.2 ICT for Users
Mixed 1 Health, Public Services and Care
Mixed 3 Agriculture, Horticulture and Animal Care
Mixed 4 Engineering and Manufacturing Technologies
Mixed 5 Construction, Planning and the Built Environment

The main contention within the selected aims below is 6.2 ICT for Users. This falls
outside of the prior higher education definitions although would fall inside the
subjects used before by the 157 Group. Its inclusion is subjective and significant as,
if included, aims in this subject accounted for 29.5 percent of all STEM aims in
2013/14. The tables in this section show both figures. However, commentary
excludes 6.2 ICT for Users.

30 Green, K. and Fletcher, M. (2012). The challenges of Stem provision for further education colleges.
157 Group. October 2012. London. http://www.gatsby.org.uk/uploads/education/reports/pdf/gatsby-
challenges-of-stem-fe.pdf
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The other issue to consider is the sections of the economy for which STEM is
perceived as an issue. The shortage within the net supply of qualifications tends
towards the higher level (Level 3 plus). However, in the case of further education,
there is an argument for also considering supply issues i.e. the extent to which those
with lower level qualifications can progress into Level 3 and higher. For that reason,
Level 2 has also been considered within this analysis. All aims at Entry Level, Level
1 and ‘Other’ Level have been excluded.

By definition, the approach by Level tends to exclude any supplementary aims that
form part of multi-qualification training programmes such as apprenticeships.
However, to aim for consistency, the analysis also looks only at a programme’s main
aim at Level 2 or above where this is applicable.

Changes in volume in STEM subjects at Level 2 and higher

Figure 18 shows that STEM aims accounted for around one in six (17.1 per cent)
aims at Level 2 or higher in 2013/14. This was a higher proportion compared to
2009/10 when one in seven aims (13.6 per cent) at Level 2+ were STEM. Looking at
the distribution by Level, the majority of STEM aims are at Level 3 or higher (60.5
per cent). In comparison, Level 3+ aims account for 41.1 per cent in the FE sector as
a whole. Only two STEM Tiers had more than 50 aims recorded at Level 4+ in
2013/14: 06.1 ICT for Practitioners had around twice as many aims at Level 4+ as
did 04.1 Engineering.

The volume of STEM aims has increased annually since 2009/10 by 1.2 per cent per
annum. Growth has been focussed more at Level 2 (+3.6 per cent per annum)
whereas the number of L3 aims remained roughly static (a slight annual decline of
0.1 per cent). Whilst growth at Level 4+ looks dramatic at 66.9 per cent per annum, it
is from a low base and the volume relative to Levels 2 and 3 was small.

It is notable that STEM aims were less affected by the overall falls experienced at
Levels 3 and 4 in 2013/14. Whilst Level 3 STEM aims fell by -3.7 per cent, this was
far less severe than the fall in all Level three aims at -13.0 per cent in that year.
Furthermore, the volume of STEM aims at Level 4 or higher increased by 57.9
percent from a low base and this compares very favourably in the overall fall of -35.4
per cent at Level 4 or higher across the sector in 2013/14.

By volume, the largest two STEM Subject Tiers were 02.7 Science (26.1 per cent of
all STEM aims) and 04.1 Engineering (25.0 per cent). Aims classed under 02.2
Mathematics and Statistics (19.9 per cent) and 06.1 ICT for Practitioners (16.4 per
cent) comprised most of the rest. Except for 02.2 Mathematics and Statistics, each of
the subject groups had a higher proportion of aims at Level 3. However, the main
growth was seen at Level 2 especially for 06.1 ICT for Practitioners (17.0 per cent
per annum) and 02.2 Mathematics and Statistics (11.5 per cent pa).
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Figure 19: STEM aims at Level 2 or higher 2013/14 and growth in these aims since 2009/10

2013/14
Total Distribution Level

Tier 2 Description Level 2 Level 3 Level 4+ | L2+ by T2 (%) % L3+ Level 2 | Level 3 | 4+ Total
01.1 Medicine and Dentistry 20 1286 0 1306 0.2% 98.5% n/a | -10.0% n/a -9.3%
0.2 Science and Mathematics 0 0 0 0 0.0% n/a -34.6% | -39.5% n/a -39.6%
02.1 Science 25327 178725 0 204052 26.1% 87.6% 3.0% 0.6% n/a 0.8%
02.2 Mathematics and Statistics 88863 67107 0 155970 19.9% 43.0% 11.5% 2.0% n/a 6.5%
03.3 Animal Care and Veterinary Science 16767 25038 46 41851 5.3% 59.9% 4.0% 8.3% | 450.1% 6.4%
04.1 Engineering 89528 105451 1005 195984 25.0% 54.3% 0.1% -4.5% | 40.4% -2.9%
04.2 Manufacturing Technologies 44745 11177 22 55944 7.1% 20.0% 6.1% 3.2% | 44.2% 3.7%
05.1 Architecture 0 11 0 11 0.0% 100.0% n/a 52.3% n/a 52.3%
06 Information and Communication Technology 20 1 0 21 0.0% 4.8% -42.9% | -31.5% n/a -42.1%
06.1 ICT Practitioners 44215 81960 1985 128160 16.4% 65.5% 17.0% 3.6% | 153.3% 7.6%
Total STEM 309485 470756 3058 783299 100.0% 60.5% 3.6% -0.1% | 66.9% 1.2%
06.2 ICT for Users 68300 8632 0 76932 8.9% 11.2% -11.4% -5.0% n/a -11.9%
Total including ICT for Users 377785 479388 3058 860231 100.0% 56.1% -0.6% -0.2% | 66.9% -0.6%
All L2+ 2697055 | 1842850 42355 | 4582260 41.1% -3.9% -2.4% 0.1% -3.9%
STEM as a proportion of all (%) 11.5% 25.5% 7.3% 17.1%

STEM as a proportion of all inc. ICT for Users (%) 14.0% 26.0% 7.3% 18.8%
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Comparative duration of STEM aims at Level 2 and higher

In the main, the duration of achieved STEM aims is longer than other aims and, in some
cases at higher Levels, the difference is large (see Figure 19 and Figure 20). Looking first
at Level 2 aims, the differences tend to be relatively modest. The median duration of all
achieved STEM aims is 266 days compared to 224 for others. The difference is greater at
FE colleges (84 days, or around two and a half months) and other providers (81 days).
There is less difference in the duration of achieved Level 2 STEM aims at schools and
private providers.

At Level 3, there is no overall difference between the median duration in STEM and non-
STEM aims. However, there is one major exception by provider type: STEM aims at
private providers have a much longer median duration that non-STEM aims — STEM aims
are 283 days longer. This is because Level 3 Engineering aims form a high proportion of
those delivered by private providers and these are typically longer duration (see Higton et
al, 2013%', p.6 for a comparative view of the length of engineering apprenticeships
compared to others).

In the case of Level 4 and above, achieved STEM aims are over a year (379 days) longer
in duration than non-STEM, albeit from a low base of 385 total aims. Nearly all of these
aims were delivered by FE Colleges (median duration of 651 days) or Private Providers
(median duration 960 days). As noted earlier, most of these aims were in 04.1 Engineering
or 06.1 ICT for Practitioners.

31 Higton, J., Tu, T., Emmett, R. and Colahan, M. (2013) Apprenticeship Evaluation: Learners. BIS Research
Paper 124. BIS. London. https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/
229998/bis-13-1126-apprenticeship-evaluation-learners.pdf

67


https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/%20229998/bis-13-1126-apprenticeship-evaluation-learners.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/%20229998/bis-13-1126-apprenticeship-evaluation-learners.pdf

Figure 20: Median duration in achieved aims by Level and Provider, 2013/14, and average annual

change in median from 2009/10

Narrower flag for | Broad Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Total
STEM subjects Organisation Change Change Change
based on Tier 2 | type in in in Change
class category median median median in median
Median | (days) | Median | (days) | Median | (days) | Median (days)
STEM School 283.00 0.0 | 299.00 -1.0 .00 0.0 | 298.00 -1.0
Other 207.00 -11.3 | 375.00 3.5 | 317.50 -95.6 | 242.00 -6.0
FE College 266.00 -1.0 | 291.00 0.0 | 651.00 161.8 | 284.00 -0.8
Private 309.00 8.8 | 663.00 21.0 | 960.00 193.1 | 387.00 10.5
Total 266.00 -1.0 | 298.00 0.0 | 745.00 185.3 | 291.00 -0.5
Not STEM School 273.00 0.8 | 298.00 -1.0 | 308.00 15.8 | 297.00 -0.5
Other 126.00 -8.3 | 351.00 19.0 | 277.00 34.5 | 158.00 -8.0
FE College 182.00 -9.5 | 291.00 0.0 | 365.00 19.5 | 263.00 -0.8
Private 288.00 26.8 | 380.00 17.3 | 375.00 13.3 | 322.00 30.0
Total 224.00 6.0 | 298.00 1.0 | 366.00 19.8 | 282.00 4.0
Total School 277.00 0.5 | 299.00 -0.8 | 308.00 15.8 | 298.00 -0.5
Other 134.00 -8.5 | 362.00 20.5 | 277.00 345 | 172.00 -8.3
FE College 203.00 -7.5 | 291.00 0.0 | 365.00 19.5 | 270.00 0.0
Private 289.00 26.5 | 391.00 15.3 | 377.00 13.8 | 329.00 29.8
Total* 235.00 6.0 | 298.00 0.5 | 366.00 19.8 | 286.00 3.3
Figure 21: Number of achieved aims by Level and Provider, 2013/14, and average annual
percentage change from 2009/10
Narrower Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Total
flag for Broad
STEM Organisation
subjects type Annual Annual Annual Annual
based on category change change change change
Tier 2 class N (%) N (%) N (%) N (%)
STEM School 16521 -0.4% 141265 4.8% 0 n/a 157786 4.2%
Other 18149 19.5% 11044 | 27.9% 12 n/a 29205 | 22.1%
FE College 152354 8.7% 132230 3.0% 123 | -10.2% 284707 5.9%
Private 42013 16.4% 35658 10.5% 250 | 171.6% 77921 13.1%
Total 229037 9.6% 320197 4.7% 385 18.6% 549619 6.5%
Not STEM School 42461 -6.1% 287455 0.9% 203 -9.3% 330119 -0.3%
Other 156810 6.2% 22585 -4.5% 1460 5.3% 180855 41%
FE College 1124092 5.0% 465738 0.4% 8552 | -13.9% | 1598382 3.3%
Private 778212 12.0% 189122 | 20.6% 4797 | 21.1% 972131 13.4%
Total 2101575 6.9% 964900 2.7% 15012 -8.4% | 3081487 5.4%
Total School 58982 -4.9% 428720 2.1% 203 -9.3% 487905 1.0%
Other 174959 7.1% 33629 1.2% 1472 5.3% 210060 5.7%
FE College 1276469 5.1% 598109 0.7% 8701 | -13.9% | 1883279 3.4%
Private 820379 12.2% 224780 18.7% 5047 | 21.9% | 1050206 13.3%
Total* 2330789 7.0% | 1285238 3.0% 15423 -8.2% | 3631450 5.3%




Hypothesis 4: Further education is concentrating more on
STEM aims — summary

Although a shortage of learners in Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics
(STEM) has historically been of concern in higher education, there is a policy interest in
further education too. This analysis looks at the data from Level 2 and above for specific
aims listed in the LARA database. As well as directly addressing shortages at Level 3
and above, further education also provides a supply of learners who can progress onto
more complex study through gaining a Level 2 qualification.

Using a narrow selection of LARA subjects, 17.1 per cent of further education aims at
Level 2 or higher were classed as STEM in 2013/4. This represents a three percentage
point increase from the position in 2009/10. Growth in learner numbers has been
focussed at Level 2 (up 3.6 per cent per annum), with the position at Level 3 remaining
static.

Notably, STEM aims were less affected by the overall falls at Level 2 and 3 in 2013/14.
Whilst the number of STEM aims at Level 3 fell by -3.7 per cent in this year, the fall is
much less than overall (-13.0 per cent). From a low base, Level 4 STEM aims increased
by 57.9 per cent compared to an overall fall in the sector of 35.4 per cent in that year.
The four main STEM subject tiers were 02.1 Science (26.1 per cent of all STEM aims),
04.1 Engineering (25.0 per cent), 02.2 Mathematics and Statistics (19.9 per cent) and
06.1 ICT for Practitioners (16.4 per cent).

The data suggests that the sector is concentrating more on STEM.

69



4. Overall views on the FE Reform programme

Key points

This chapter sets out research findings on providers’ views on general aspects of the
FE Reform programme:

¢ In depth interviews, providers were asked how they viewed the FE Reform
programme as a whole:

— Many saw it as an umbrella term for varied and wide-ranging changes
which, in many respects, were distinctive.

— Other providers had a more ‘holistic’ view of the programme as one
targeted at a number of key aims — such as increased employer
engagement, rationalising the qualifications system, or improving overall
FE quality.

— Generally, providers were supportive of the general aims of the programme
(though, as subsequent chapters will show, not necessarily supportive of
individual aspects or consequences of changes).

e In survey, providers very frequently reported that they had changed their
operations in a wide range of ways — these changes being generally more
frequent in FE colleges than for private training providers. The most frequent
changes were in critical areas of delivery — in overall business strategy, in the
types of provision offered, and in quality improvement.

¢ In survey, too, providers revealed that a key change leading to development of
their ‘offer’ was essentially that of much greater market responsiveness — to
demand from employers and individuals. Labour market information was a
frequently-used guide to planning of provision; and partnership working, with LEPs
and other organisations, was an important way of seeking to position provision as
responsive to local economic needs.

¢ Inline with ILR analysis reported in the previous chapter, providers’ survey
responses indicate shifts in the learner profile as a consequence of reform with:
(1) the proportion of FE learners aged 16 to 18 advancing and the proportion of
learners aged 24 or above retreating; and (2) increases in the proportion of
learners from disadvantaged backgrounds.

e Looking to the future, providers were asked about the possible impacts of further
budget changes. The main change identified in survey was that many more
providers expected to narrow the range of course they offered than expected the
range to widen. In qualitative interviews, anticipated changes involved providers
increasing their apprenticeship, Traineeship, and Trailblazer offers to respond to
perceived government emphasis in these areas and to diversify their funding
sources to replace funding lost from central government.
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Introduction

Following chapters will report provider perceptions of the value and impact of particular
aspects of the Reform programme. However, the research also asked providers, in both
the qualitative and quantitative interviews, for some perceptions of the Reform
programme as a whole. Answers to these more general questions are reported in this
chapter.

Understanding of the FE Reform Programme

All providers interviewed in-depth were asked how they would describe the FE Reform
programme. A consistent view that emerged was that they perceived the FE Reform
programme to be an umbrella programme for a variety of different initiatives and reforms:

‘There are a series of reforms which are non-distinct and broad-ranging, as
opposed to set in tablets of stone, which are known as the Reform programme.
There are all sorts of changes happening, obviously, both in terms of the way in
which colleges are funded, but also in terms of what their core purpose is, how
they deliver qualifications, how they prepare young people and adults for the world
of work and for HE and so on.’ (General FE College)

It is quite hard to see the FE Reform programme without talking about specific bits
of it. It’s quite difficult to see the whole of the FE reform programme in a box.’
(‘Other’ Provider)

‘I don’t think we see the Reform programme as a sort of, cohesive, integrated
thing. It's a series of initiatives, | think, from the way we look at it.” (General FE
College)

As such, different providers found that different elements of the programme had
significantly more or less impact on their organisation, depending on their main areas of
delivery. Simplification and the introduction of the National Careers Service were
believed to have had the least impact on providers. Many providers reported that they did
not think simplification had necessarily happened as they still faced a perceived reporting
burden, whilst most had had little or no contact with the National Careers Service.

On the other hand, changes to apprenticeships, the introduction of loans, and changes to
the qualifications that can be funded were seen to have had a large impact on most
providers as these were perceived to have altered the way in which they can engage with
learners and the pattern of whom they engage with.

‘Particular qualifications have come out of the framework. As a result, there is
huge concentration on getting people into work, which doesn’t recognise that
there’s a huge group of people who do need to get into work but aren’t on JSA or
on ESA, Employment Support Allowance. So the reforms, | think, have been quite
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a blunt tool in some respects, to tackle what are quite complex issues sometimes.
(‘Other’ Provider)

In addition, the changes to English and maths GCSE requirements were also seen as
key to providers, many of whom felt this was off-putting to potential learners, with some
preferring a ‘key skills’ approach to English and maths.

Other providers were more able to see the FE Reform programme as a holistic
programme with a range of tangible aims. Specifically, many perceived the increased
engagement and power of employers as a central aim of the programme which most
were in favour of. This is particularly true of private providers who noted they had a long
history of directly engaging with employers. However, general FE colleges also
emphasised that they were keen to work with employers to further build on existing
relationships and to extend work with employers that they were already undertaking:

‘Well, for me reform is about, a bit more recently about actually giving the power,
rightfully giving the responsibility back to the employer.’ (General FE College)

Other key aims of the FE Reform programme noted by providers included ensuring FE
providers have more freedom to go out and implement change with a mandate to do this,
ensuring the simplification and rationalisation of the qualifications system and improving
overall quality.

Whilst views on the appropriateness of particular reforms were mixed (as explored in
following chapters), most providers believed that the aims of the programme were
appropriate. They supported reforms that would increase perceptions of vocational
qualifications as being of a similar level of quality and value as other types of
qualifications.

A few providers (mostly those designated as ‘other’ types of providers such as local
authorities and charities) do not believe the changes in the FE Reform programme are
highly relevant to them due to the nature of the learners they work with, especially if they
are not offering Apprenticeships.

Some private providers also commented on the lack of direct support or communication
when they are implementing changes and cited a reliance on BIS and SFA
documentation to help understand and interpret the reforms. This had made
implementation more challenging for them:

‘You’re very much reliant on just documentation, rather than actually having a
relationship manager or a partnership manager to support you.’ (Private Provider)
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Changes made as a result of the FE Reform programme

In survey, FE providers were asked which, from a list of possible changes, their
organisation had made as a result of the FE Reform programme (see Figure 21).

More than nine in ten providers overall (94%) mentioned at least one change that they
had made. Eightin ten (80%) had changed their business planning and strategy, whilst
more than seven in ten had each made changes to the types of provision offered (76%)
and to practices to improve the quality of teaching and learning (72%). More than six in
ten had also implemented changes to the way they identified business opportunities
(65%), changed their organisation structure (64%), or introduced new approaches to
partnership working (60%).

There were some differences in the types of changes providers had implemented by
provider type. FE colleges (88%) and ‘other' providers (87%) were significantly more
likely to have introduced changes to the types of provision offered than were private
providers (67%). These two types of provider were also more likely to have made
changes to their organisation structure (76% each compared with 56% of private
providers). FE colleges were also more likely to have changed their business planning
and strategy (88%) than other types of provider.

Larger organisations were more likely to have implemented any changes than smaller
ones, with 11% of smaller providers (1,000 learners or less) having undertaken no
changes.
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Figure 22: Changes made by providers as a result of the FE Reform programme

Private
Total FE College| provider Other

Sample bases 329 65 205 59
Changed business planning and strategy 80% 88% 76% 81%
Lr;;c::ced changes to the types of provision 76% 88% 67% 87%
Implemgnted practlcgs to improve the quality 79% 70% 79% 77%
of teaching and learning
Changed. t.he way§ in vyhlch business 65% 76% 59% 71%
opportunities are identified
Made changes to organisation structure 64% 76% 56% 76%
Lc(t)r;)(cii:g(:ed new approaches to partnership 60% 79% 53% 66%
Made changes to governance and 579 60% 51% 69%
management structures
Sr:?)Tog;;Sthe way with which you work with 549, 60% 519 549
Lllt::rc:]lﬁeizs/greater accountability to the local 43% 60% 329 58%
T h i fl f

grgeted the recruitment o earhers rom 39% 38% 379% 45%
different backgrounds than previously
Increased subcontracting arrangements 22% 24% 19% 27%
Another way 2% 5% 1% 3%
None of the above 6% 3% 9% 0%

Q1B, all respondents, bases shown in table

Those providers which had introduced changes to the types of provision offered, were

asked whether the range of qualifications offered by their organisation had changed (see
Figure 22). Half (50%) said they now offered a wider range of qualifications and 33% a
smaller range.

Private providers (60%) were more likely than either FE colleges (39%) or ‘other’
providers (41%) to now offer a wider range of qualifications.
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Figure 23: Changes in the range of qualifications offered

Private provider | 60% - 21%
0% 26% 46% 66% 86% 106%

OYes, a wider range of qualifications are offered  BYes, a smaller range of qualifications are offered  ONo changes

Q1C, where introduced changes to the types of provision offered, base=247

A mixed picture was also reflected in the qualitative research, with some providers stating
that as a result of qualifications rationalisation they had fewer courses to choose from for
which they could receive funding. However, many private providers noted that they now
offered more qualifications than they had previously so they could diversify and increase
their learner numbers:

‘We’ve stopped doing things that, obviously, were no longer funded, so were
clearly not considered to be of key importance anymore.’ (General FE College)

‘We’re developing apprenticeships outside of our core market, because they’ll be
more stable.’ (Private Provider)

In the quantitative survey, FE providers were asked, on an unprompted basis, how they
sought to develop the provision offered in their local area. They were asked for all
methods used and the main method (see Figure 23).

The most popular methods overall were working with other partners (57%) and
responding to demand from employers (56%), each mentioned by more than half of
providers. Sizeable proportions also mentioned using local labour market information
(45%) and responding to demand from learners (30%). In terms of the main method,
these remained the top four methods. [A similar experience was noted in in-depth
interviews. When asked how they made decisions relating to the types of qualifications
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they offered, the vast majority of providers noted that they tried to work with partners and
local employers to best respond to the needs of their local community.]

FE colleges (72%) and ‘other’ providers (75%) were more likely to mention working with
other partners (compared with 46% of private providers), and to respond to demand from
learners (38% and 40% respectively compared with 24% of private providers). FE
colleges were also more likely to mention using local labour market information (61%
compared with 47% of ‘other’ providers and 38% of private providers).
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Figure 24: How providers seek to develop what provision is offered in the local area (all methods
and main method used)

Private
Total FE College provider Other

Any Main Any | Main | Any | Main | Any | Main
Sample bases 329 329 65 65 205 | 205 59 59
}’;’%rktnélpvgig‘n‘;”:nrpﬁg;tgg)s 57% | 22% | 72% | 27% | 46% | 18% | 75% | 31%
5;;?3;529 todemand from | g5go; | 26% | 73% | 26% | 50% | 30% | 49% | 14%
H?é??n L‘L‘;ar: labour market 45% | 11% | 61% | 18% | 38% | 8% | 47% | 11%
IF;Zfr‘?gfsding todemand from | 340 | 409 | 38% | 9% | 24% | 8% | 40% | 17%
Sgr']'g'g?e‘\’””onvshlst has been 9% | 4% | 10% | 4% | 9% | 5% | 8% | 2%
Marketing/advertising 5% 1% 0% | 0% | 8% | 1% | 3% | 0%
Working with Job
Centre/Job Centre Plus inc 4% 1% 0% 0% 4% 2% 6% 0%
DWP
Z‘l’ft’;‘;;’i‘;g/hcgou":é” 4% | 1% | 1% | 0% | 6% | 1% | 3% | 0%
Networking 3% 0% | 0% | 0% | 5% | 0% | 0% | 0%
g‘:g;‘;:’gh;:‘gzaosrg&‘:g‘ty inc | 300 | 0% | 2% | 0% | 1% | 0% | 11% | 0%
\s/\(/:(r)]:)ko\lhs/i/Tolleges/universities 3% 1% 1% 0% 3% 1% | 4% 0%
Stakeholders 1% 0% 1% | 0% | 1% | 0% | 1% | 0%
er?:v(\j/g/z;(ijr?\f:cl)(rilllzhops 1% % 0% 0% 3% 1% 0% 0%
Apprenticeships 1% A 1% | 1% | 1% | 0% | 0% | 0%
Other 14% | 14% | 8% | 0% | 17% | 19% | 15% | 20%
Don't know 1% 8% | 0% |15% | 2% | 6% | 0% | 5%

Q2A/B, all respondents, bases shown in table, *% indicates less than 0.5%
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In-depth interviews identified that in some cases — as a result of working with a range of
providers by being more responsive to needs of their specific local community, and by
changing the types of qualifications offered — the range of learners that providers were
engaging with had changed significantly.

Of those surveyed, when asked whether the profile of provision at the organisation had
changed since the introduction of the reforms, between 20% and 26% of providers said
this was not relevant in their context and 2% to 3% said they did not know.

However, among those providing a response (Figure 24), almost four in ten providers
(37%) said the number of full-time learners had increased since the introduction of the
reforms. A further 26% said the number had decreased, leaving 37% saying the number
had remained the same. The number of part-time learners was more likely to have
decreased (44%) than increased (26%). Slightly fewer providers (30%) said that the
number of learners on short courses had increased than said (35%) that they had
decreased.

FE colleges were much more likely to say that the number of part-time learners (73%)
and learners on short courses (51%) had decreased than private providers (27% for each
learner type) or ‘other’ providers (40% and 27% respectively). There were no significant
differences in terms of trends in numbers of full-time learners.

Figure 25: Changes to the profile of provision

Full-time learners (241) 37% _ 26%
Part-time learners (255) 26% _ 44%
Those on short courses (231) 30% _ 35%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

OIncreased @ Stayed the same ODecreased

Q1D, all respondents (valid responses only), bases shown in brackets

Among those providers able to provide a response, more than a third (36%) said that the
number of learners aged 16-18 had increased since the reforms, whilst just under a
quarter (23%) said they had decreased. Learners aged 19-23 were almost equally likely

78



to have increased (26%) as decreased (29%). However, learners aged 24 or older were
more likely to have decreased in numbers (44%) than to have increased (18%).

In terms of differences by provider type, FE colleges were more likely to say that learners
aged 16-18 had increased (44% compared with 36% of private providers and 23% of
‘other’ providers). In contrast, they were more likely to say that learners aged 24 or older
(76% compared with 34% of private providers and 26% of ‘other’ providers) or aged 19-
23 (63% compared with 17% and 16% respectively) had decreased in numbers.

Figure 26: Changes to the age profile of learners

Learners aged 19-23 (315) 26% _ 29%

Learners aged 24 or older (295) E_ 44%
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
OIncreased @ Stayed the same ODecreased

Q1E, all respondents (valid responses only), bases shown in brackets

More than half of providers (56%) felt that the number of learners from more
disadvantaged backgrounds had not changed since the reforms (see Figure 26).
However, 27% said they had increased a lot/to some extent compared with 14% who
said they had decreased a lot/to some extent.

FE colleges and private providers were more likely to say the numbers had not changed
(59% each compared with 39% of ‘other’ providers), whilst ‘other’ providers were more
likely to say they had increased a lot/to some extent (50% compared with 23% of private
providers and 20% of FE colleges).
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Figure 27: Changes in the number of learners from more disadvantaged backgrounds

Total (329) 7% ERGIN 56% 10% [ 5%
12%
FE College (65) |G 59% 19% JJ2%
Private provider (205) E- 59% 6%. 7%
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
OlIncreased a lot @ Increased to some extent OStayed the same

ODecreased to some extent @Decreased a lot

Q1F, all respondents, bases shown in brackets

Providers were also asked to what extent the number of learners of different working
statuses had changed at their organisations since the introduction of the reforms (see
Figure 27).

Forty-four per cent of providers said that learners who were not working had increased a
lot/to some extent since the reforms, whilst 30% said this of learners who were employed
30+ hours per week and 27% of learners who were employed <30 hours per week.
These were higher proportions than for providers reporting decreases. The only group
that was more likely to have decreased in numbers than increased was retired learners
(47% ‘decreased’ and 7% ‘increased’ respectively).

FE colleges (41%) and private providers (32%) were more likely to say learners
employed 30+ hours had increased in numbers (compared with 10% of ‘other’ providers).
In contrast, ‘other’ providers were more likely to say that those not working (78%) or
working <30 hours per week (45%) had increased (compared with 37% and 28% of FE
colleges and 34% and 20% of private providers respectively).
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Figure 28: Changes in the numbers of learners with different working statuses

Learners who are employed - Thirty hours or more per
week

51% 13% Il 5%

Learners who are employed - Less than thirty hours per

-% ©
X X

6%
ook 48% 19% I b
Learners who are not working |14% 34% 13%. 9%
6%
Learners who are retired 1“ 46% 22% - 25%

0% 50% 100%

Olincreased a lot BIncreased to some extent OStayed the same DODecreased to some extent BDecreased a lot

Q1G, all respondents (valid responses only), base=329

Overall, six in ten providers (60%) reported that the average level of prior qualifications
held by their organisation’s learners had not changed since the introduction of the
reforms (Figure 28). Of the remainder, 22% said they had increased a lot/to some extent
and 15% said they had decreased a lot/to some extent.

‘Other’ providers were more likely to say they had decreased overall (33% compared with
15% of FE colleges and 10% of private providers) with the latter two types of provider
being more likely to say they had not changed.
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Figure 29: Changes in the average level of prior qualifications held by learners

2%
Total (329) 4G 60% 13% J]4%
14% 0%
FE College (65) | |IEMON 66% 15% || 1%
13% 3%
Private provider (205) - 63% 7%I:| 4%
13% 3%
other (59) | [RGAN 42% 20%  J]5%
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
OlIncreased a lot B Increased to some extent OStayed the same
ODecreased to some extent BDecreased a lot oDon't know

Q1H, all respondents, bases shown in brackets

Influence of other, external factors

Many providers interviewed in-depth emphasised that FE Reform and the changes made
as a result cannot be seen as isolated. They noted changing budgets, schools failing to
support young people to achieve English and maths GCSEs, and increased competition
for learners from sixth forms following the raising of the participation age, as competing
issues that strongly influence their responses and behaviours.

The overall reduction to funding was seen as a particular change that could not be
disentangled from the FE Reform programme, given that they have taken place side-by-
side

'l would say that it’s quite difficult to disentangle from the cuts programme,
because they obviously have gone in parallel, and there’s no doubt for us that the
funding changes have had a bigger impact than the FE reform programme.'
(General FE College)

Further to this, when surveyed providers were asked to what extent additional influences
have contributed to any reported changes in provider behaviour, about half of providers
responding to the question (49%) said the qualifications reform had ‘to some extent’
influenced changes, and a further 23% ‘to a large extent’(Figure 29). Just over four in ten
(44%) said the localism agenda had ‘to some extent’ influenced changes and 17% ‘to a
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large extent’. However, the introduction of the FE Commissioner had not influenced
changes at all according to 63% of providers.

Qualifications reform was more likely to be mentioned as an influence ‘to a large extent’
among ‘other’ providers (39%) and FE colleges (31%) than among private providers
(14%), as was the localism agenda among ‘other’ providers (30%) compared with FE
colleges (17%) and private providers (13%). FE colleges were more likely to find the
introduction of the FE Commissioner an influence to a large extent (19% compared with
3% private providers and 4% of other providers).

Figure 30: Extent to which additional influences have contributed to reported changes

The localism agenda (312) E- 39%
Qualifications reform (318) 23% _ 28%
The introduction of the FE

Commissioner (304) I e

0% 50% 100%

OTo a large extent @ To some extent ONot at all

Q16, all respondents (valid responses only), bases shown in brackets

Expected changes following the FE Reform programme

Surveyed providers were also asked how they expected further changes in budget to
impact on different aspects of their courses and qualifications (see Figure 30)

The data shows that:

e Many more providers (54%) expect decreases in the number of courses they offer
than expected increases (15%).

e Proportions anticipating a wider or narrower range of qualification levels were

balanced. In addition, 27% of providers think that, while their range of qualifications
will remain the same, the range will have a different internal composition.
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e Rather more providers (24%) expect their range of qualification types to narrow than
expect it to expand (20%). Again, a further group, in this case of 24% of providers,
expect the range to remain constant but to change in its internal composition.

e And, similarly, rather more providers (19%) expect the number of guided learning
hours to fall than expect the number to rise.

Across each of these expectations, FE colleges were more likely than other types of
provider to expect the ‘negative’ consequence.

Figure 31: The impact of further changes in budget on provision

% providers

% providers [that expect they
% providers | that expect | stay the same

% providers that| that expect |they stay the but alter

expect increase decrease same composition
Number of courses offered 15% 54% 31% NA
Qualification levels 18% 19% 36% 27%
Qualification types 20% 24% 32% 24%
Guided learner hours 14% 19% 41% NA

Q19A-D, all respondents, base=329

This picture is supported by interviews with several providers which commented that they
intended to further develop or refine their offer. Particular examples of planned changes

included:

¢ Increasing Level 3 and 4 offer, in some cases as a direct response to the introduction
of loans for learners aged 24+.

e Increasing the number of apprenticeships they offered as they believed this is where
the Government’s policy emphasis and, therefore, most available funding would be

targeted in the future.

e Diversifying where they received funding from, with less emphasis on SFA and EFA
work, and intentions to seek European funding.

e Increasing the volume of e-learning offered.

e Starting to offer Traineeships and Trailblazers.
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Providers were also asked how they expected the age profile of their learners to change
in the next four years (see Figure 31).

More than four in ten providers (43%) expected learners aged 16 to 18 to increase in the
next four years, whilst 30% expected the number to stay the same, and 23% to decrease.
Slightly smaller proportions of providers (38%) expected learners aged 19 to 23 to
increase, with a similar proportion expecting them to stay the same (36%) and a quarter
to decrease (24%).

A much higher proportion of providers (46%) expected learners aged 24 or older to
decrease, with 27% expecting the number to stay the same and 20% to increase.

FE colleges were more likely to expect both learners aged 24 or older (65%) and aged 19
to 23 (53%) to decrease than private providers (38% and 15% respectively) and ‘other’
providers (45% and 9% respectively). However, they were more likely to expect learners
aged 16 to 18 to stay the same (43% compared with 28% of private providers and 20% of
‘other’ providers).
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Figure 32: Expected changes in the age profile of learners in the next 4 years

| 1%
Learners aged 16 to 18 (293) 43% -El 3%

| 0%
Learners aged 19 to 23 (319) 38% 3%

| 2%

0% 50% 100%

Oincrease  BStay the same  ODecrease  ONot applicable  ®Don't know

Q20A, all respondents, bases shown in brackets

Overall, four in ten providers (40%) expected the number of learners from more
disadvantaged backgrounds to stay the same in the next 4 years (see Figure 32). In
contrast, 33% expected them to increase a lot/to some extent and 22% expected them to
decrease a lot/to some extent.

‘Other’ providers were more likely to expect disadvantaged learners to increase (59%
compared with 33% of private providers and 18% of FE Colleges) whilst FE colleges
were more likely to expect them to decrease (38% compared with 17% of both private
providers and ‘other’ providers).
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Figure 33: Expected changes in the number of learners from more disadvantaged backgrounds in
the next 4 years

Private

Total FE College| provider Other
Sample bases 329 65 205 59
Increase a lot 9% 2% 7% 24%
Increase to some extent 25% 16% 25% 35%
Stay the same 40% 39% 45% 22%
Decrease to some extent 12% 21% 9% 14%
Decrease a lot 10% 18% 8% 4%
Don't know 5% 5% 6% 1%

Q20B, all respondents, bases shown in table

Providers were asked to what extent they would expect the number of learners with
different working statuses to change in the next 4 years as a result of the reforms (see
Figure 33).

Overall, providers were more likely to expect the number of learners with different
working statuses to stay the same in the next 4 years: 41% said this of learners
employed 30+ hours per week, 35% of learners working <30 hours per week, 32% of
learners not working, and 41% of retired learners. The remaining providers were
generally divided as to whether learners with different working statuses were likely to
increase or decrease but with expectations of increases tending to be a little more
frequent than expectations of decreases — the exception to this concerning retired
learners where decreases were much more frequently seen as likely than were
increases.
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Figure 34: Expected changes in the number of learners from different working statuses in the next 4
years

Learners who are employed - Thirty L
hours or more per week (285)

41% 1 6%.8%

Learners who are employed - Less
than thirty hours per week (232)

35% 25% I6%

(@]

Learners who are not working (236) (3% 32% 18%.1 4%

Learners who are retired (135) ZP 41% 180/-30%

0% 50% 100%

OlIncrease a lot B Increase to some extent
0O Stay the same ODecrease to some extent

Q20C, where have different types of learners (valid responses only) , bases shown in
brackets

Overall, just under half of providers (48%) expected the average level of the prior
qualifications held by learners to stay the same (see Figure 34). 35% expected them to
increase a lot/to some extent, whilst 14% expected them to decrease a lot/to some
extent.

There were few differences by provider type, though ‘other’ providers (23%) and FE
colleges (19%) were more likely to expect them to decrease than private providers (9%).
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Figure 35: Expected changes in the average level of the prior qualifications held by learners

Private

Total FE College| provider Other
Sample bases 329 65 205 59
Increase a lot 4% 2% 4% 3%
Increase to some extent 31% 31% 32% 29%
Stay the same 48% 44% 51% 41%
Decrease to some extent 10% 17% 7% 9%
Decrease a lot 4% 2% 2% 14%
Don't know 4% 4% 4% 5%

Q20D, all respondents, bases shown in table

Potential future changes identified by providers interviewed in depth interviews were
mostly structural. Several providers discussed increasing their levels of partnerships or of
involvement with other learning providers. One college reported that they may enter into
a federation or merger in the upcoming years, whilst one private provider was
considering becoming an academy or studio school sponsor to help provide a clear
pathway for their apprenticeships:
‘I'd want to sponsor through school, probably a studio school, where people
specialised at fourteen. So come through secondary education. At fourteen,
they'd specialise. So, | could use that to feed my apprenticeships for engineering
specialist construction. I'd want us to have level two and three provision here, and
I'd want us to be at the new enterprise zone, delivering level four plus.’ (Private
Provider)

Some providers also emphasised the need for sustainability, commenting on the need to
ensure staff levels are appropriate and the staff are appropriately trained to ensure that
change to English and Maths provision and increased use of IT can be fully realised.
Further to this, one provider was exploring becoming an AQA-accredited GCSE centre.

The continued need to increase and improve engagement with employers to help best

plan and develop provision was identified as a key area for future development. Whilst

providers typically thought that they had improved these relationships since the start of
the FE Reform programme, they also thought that relationships needed to be sustained
and built on.

Finally, it should be noted that many providers did not feel able at the time of interview to
comment on future plans. Several were waiting to find out more information about future
Government plans and what the impact of these would be before they would decide their
exact course of action.
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5. Introduction of loans for people aged 24+ studying at
levels 3 and 4

Key findings

The introduction of 24+ loans has been a significant change in the FE and skills
funding landscape, presenting opportunities and challenges for the sector. Provider
attitudes towards the policy and the changes they have made in response to it vary.
These changes include securing alternative funding sources, recruiting new staff to
support the loans process, and making revisions to the learning offer. For some
providers the policy has resulted in an increase in learner participation. However, for
most providers this has not been the case with many reporting a decline in adult
participation. Changes in learner numbers were considerable for some providers.

Perceived impact

The majority of FE providers involved in the study indicated that 24+ loans policy has
impacted upon them, although the nature and extent of this impact differs quite
considerably. Some providers had identified and were pursuing potential growth
areas. The indication was that there is good take- up of loans for some types of
provision, for example, Access to Higher Education. It appears that some providers
are engaging more pro-actively with the policy as it becomes more embedded into
the funding landscape and that it can open up opportunities for some adults to learn
where finance is otherwise proving prohibitive.

However, low interest and take-up of loans by particular groups of learners, including
those from disadvantaged communities was a real concern for some providers and
there is some evidence that the introduction of loans is leading to a decline in
participation and provision at Level 3 and above. Some providers are particularly
critical of the policy and concerned about its possible extension.

Unanticipated consequences

Very low take-up of loans for apprenticeship provision led to the scrapping of the
loans approach in respect of advanced and higher-level apprenticeships. However, it
appears that the negative impact on apprenticeship participation of the policy is still
being felt by some providers.

Advanced learning loans were introduced in 2013/14, following the removal of grant
funding, to maintain support for adults aged 24 and over to learn study at advanced and
higher levels. The intention was to maintain a route into learning for those who could not
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afford the upfront costs of their learning. For the last two years, adults aged 24+ studying
a qualification at Level 3 or 432 have had the option to pay for their course fees (in full or
part) with a loan. Learners repay their loan once they have left the course and their
earnings reach £21,000 per year.33

In New Challenges, New Chances the Government anticipated that this would lead to a
decline in learner numbers and set out the reasons for this change to the funding
landscape:

‘Although funding for participation is expected to fall during the Spending Review
period, by introducing income contingent loans we have protected access to
learning. The loans provide a strong financial package, removing the upfront cost
of training, and ensuring that no learner starts repayment until they can afford to
do so.’

Government signalled its intention to work closely with colleges, training providers, and
key stakeholders to support successful implementation of the policy. Such support has
included development funding for providers, research into provider and learner
experiences of loans, and production of a wide-range of information and guidance
material for both providers and learners.

How provision has changed as a result of this policy

The survey findings show that the vast majority of providers were aware of the
introduction of 24+ loans, and, for two-thirds of providers surveyed, this policy had made
an impact on their organisation. The findings of the qualitative interviews confirm — and
provide greater insight into — the different impacts of loans for providers which were
revealed by the survey.

A few providers interviewed have developed and marketed new provision following the
introduction of 24+ loans. Three providers spoke of the growth opportunities that had
resulted for higher level learning from this new financial model. As one GFE College
commented:

‘We’ve been heavily promoting, along with a lot of other colleges I think as well,
courses that 24+ loans apply to... We've closed some courses, nhobody c