Measuring Success in the Learning and Skills Sector. 

A response from the Association for College Management 

The Association for College Management is the TUC affiliated trade union and professional association that champions, represents and supports managers in the post-16 education and training sector.  Our membership embraces academic and business managers at several levels including principals.

Key Points: 

1. ACM would like to express its support for the aims of this document which we consider laudable.  

2. The college sector is happy to be judged on valid, necessary and consistent success measures.  They should be valid because their claims should be accurate; consistent because they should enable comparability across institutions and sectors;  and necessary because there is already far too much bureaucracy in the sector and we should not be collecting any data other than that which will add substantial value to the service to learners.  

3. The introduction of Strategic Area Reviews brings additional urgency to the need for measures that give us transparency, consistency and comparability.  Good planning is evidently impossible if there are no reliable yardsticks by which to compare and consider different provision. 

4. However – a word of caution.  Data should never be collected for the sake of collecting it or for the reason of controlling providers.  Additional bureaucracy is only justifiable if it adds substantial and significant value to the service to learners. 

5. At present our members fear that the ethos surrounding the Learning and Skills Council data collection in this area is a punitive one;  we recommend that this is replaced by a culture of celebrating learners’ success. 

6. This Association has long advocated the development of value added measures, and we are heartened to see their inclusion in the proposals in this document. 

7. We are concerned that the sheer complexity of colleges’ provision should not be underestimated and we will need to achieve a balance between measures that inform us about learners’ success in individual institutions and colleges across the piece, and aggravating the already expensive and often wasteful burden of bureaucracy. 

8. ACM believes that consistency is of critical importance and will help to replace the current jungle of data with comparability, equity and transparency. We fully support the proposal for a common framework across all types of provision.  At present there is substantial inconsistency in how success is measured (indeed if it is measured):  comparatively little data is collected about Adult and Community provision; data on school sixth form provision is patchy; and data on work based learning is non comparable. 

9. Learner satisfaction measures are helpful,  and a valuable tool.  They are relatively easy to administer.  Well designed they lend themselves to consistency and comparability, and they can be used to embrace aspects of provision for which it is difficult (or difficult without convoluted bureaucracy) to develop indicators which permit comparability with other areas of the offer.   

10. Too often the same data is collected in slightly different ways for slightly different purposes often for different institutions (eg the LSC and the Inspectorates) but sometimes even for the same institution.  This should be avoided in this initiative.  Data collection should be rationalised across the piece – this initiative,  while welcome,  should not constitute a separate initiative  that imposes more data collection on top of existing requirements some of which capture the same kind of intelligence. 

11. We agree that priority should be given to those measures which relate to learners. 

12. In the view of the Association Government and other bodies tend to underestimate the engagement of colleges with employers and we would welcome a neat and efficient measure of this activity. 

13. Measuring the capability of providers’ staff is very important, since the quality of service delivery depends critically on the skills, knowledge, qualities and qualifications of those who deliver and manage learning.  At present however  the SIR does this inadequately, and there are other overlapping initiatives in this area.   We would urge that a single framework that collects data efficiently and accurately is developed and implemented in place of the existing processes. 

Association for College Management
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