[image: image1.jpg]



acm Wales
Response to Skills that Work for Wales
Introduction
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 throughout the United Kingdom.  Our membership embraces academic and business managers at all levels up to and including college principals.  In Wales the Association is governed by the ACM Wales Committee, an autonomous committee of the ACM National Executive Council.  There are over five hundred further education college managers in membership of ACM in Wales.  This response has been approved by the ACM Wales Committee after consultation with ACM branches and members in Wales.
ACM Wales take the position that “Promise and performance: the report of the Independent Review of the Mission and Purpose of Further Education in Wales in the context of the Learning Country: vision into action” presents a sound positional statement for further education (FE) in Wales.  However, our question to the Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) is whether it has the ability and commitment to fund and implement the proposals in the face of the opposition that is certain to come from the schools lobby.  We have therefore taken the opportunity to briefly comment below on some of the conclusions and recommendations reached by the Independent Review chaired by Professor Webb in addition to responding to the detailed questions contained in the “Skill that Work for Wales” consultation document.


General comments
By and large we agree with six of the seven fundamental messages contained in the Webb report.  We can see the strengths in the arguments put forward in the report on learner entitlement, skills, quality, funding, reconfiguration and governance, although we believe there is still much more work to do. We broadly agree with many of the conclusions reached and comment in further detail on some of these in the following paragraphs.
However, we cannot support the recommendations on employer influence and would caution against making the same mistakes made in England in an attempt to encourage employers to train and retrain their workforce.  Employers have consistently demonstrated their reluctance to train their workers and we believe the time for compulsion has arrived.  The current policy towards employers seems to be “You’d better invest in your workforce and train your employees to a far better level and extent than you do at present because if you don’t ………. we are going to throw lots of money at you”.
So we are extremely sceptical about the benefits of directing funds towards employers for skills training, especially following the miserable failure of the “train to gain” arrangements in England.  These are bureaucratic and have resulted in huge payments to “brokers” who have done nothing more than introduce employers to colleges where links already existed. We certainly would oppose the extension of pseudo “market” models in Wales. Although it is proposed that monies for employer skills (£40M) be ring fenced for the first 3 years, after this employers can go to any provider – and this may be, in effect, a similar model as the “train to gain” initiative in England.  A major flaw of “train to gain” has been that much of the resource allocated has gone towards accreditation of existing skills rather than training to provide new skills.  Put bluntly, for Wales to be competitive in the global economy workers need skills rather than certificates. Many of the employers in rural Wales are small businesses. We doubt that these employers have the systems and procedures in place that are found in larger businesses such as Airbus, Toyota and Iceland. The SME employer may have difficulty in deciding on the use of ring-fenced funds. For all of these reasons we do not believe that the funding will go directly to improve the skills and knowledge of employees under the proposals outlined in respect of employer influence in the report.  We therefore do not support ring-fenced funds for employers: the resources should remain with existing providers.  
In general we do support the concept of consortia outlined in the report without backing the possible arrangements suggested.  The consortia should be balanced so that there is a fair and equitable outcome and it is essential that the schools post-16 regime is reviewed at the same time otherwise it will be a lost opportunity.  This is particularly pertinent in Cardiff where there is currently a school re-structuring plan being discussed.   WAG needs to ensure that the schools and colleges do not compete for provision and especially for vocational provision.  The 14-19 WAG agenda encourages schools to develop vocational provision and this may be in direct competition with colleges.  Collaboration rather than competition should be the way forward.
We believe that serious consideration must be given to introducing model conditions of service issues across Wales for all FE staff (lecturers, business support staff and managers) and we understand and accept that as a result job profiles will need to change to meet new demands.  This should be linked to the job evaluation process for business support staff that has been on the agenda for several years – any changes in the structure of FE in Wales should be linked to a job evaluation for all employees in further education, on a phased basis and with priority given to business support staff.  Furthermore, we would seek guarantees that there should be no compulsory redundancies following implementation of the recommendations even though we recognise that job profiles will change and the overall number of posts might reduce.  This should be achieved by natural wastage.
We strongly support the drive towards improving the support that governors can provide to colleges and especially back the move towards remuneration of chairs of corporations.  We also support the importance given to leadership and management training in the report (although we do not accept the implied criticism by some other unions of current management performance).  We also believe that a top priority should be given to management training for newly appointed and middle managers.  Good teachers do not automatically make good managers unless they have the appropriate skills: they need training to obtain these skills.
We strongly support the argument for a unified system of funding.  We note the suggestion that mergers should take place with colleges that have a turnover of less than £15M.  ACM Wales believes that persuasive arguments have been put forward to support this suggestion and that there should not be a knee-jerk reaction to reject it out of hand.  Coleg Gwent has demonstrated that multi-campus institutions crossing several local authority boundaries can be a success.  The argument for a similar arrangement in the capital is strong.  However, we are not yet convinced that the same applies throughout Wales.  Any move towards such mergers must only be taken after comprehensive consultation with the trade unions representing employees in further education and with a clear commitment to avoid any compulsory redundancies.  It would also be worth noting that the rush towards mergers in England has slowed following the voicing of ministerial concerns and the recent release of “Raising Expectations: enabling the system to deliver”.  Ultimately however, the interest of learners must drive any decisions on merger.


Whilst we support development of stronger links between FE and higher education (HE) institutions we strongly believe that FE colleges should remain separate institutions.  FE should be allowed to develop foundation degrees that meet local needs and enable access to HE, even if this might result in progression to HE institutions outside Wales. Some colleges will have chosen to work with universities and higher education institutions in England and elsewhere. In addition, with the modern universities (former polytechnics) often choosing to move away from their vocational foundations, we believe that there is an opportunity for FE colleges to specialise in foundation degrees leading on to employment rather than further full time study.


HE is significantly different to FE, for example with funding regimes, curricular structure and so on.  We see little opportunity for genuine synergy; we fear that there would be a complete takeover with concomitant job losses and the loss of expertise in FE.  
Finally, we warmly support the stance taken by the report on ESOL.



Response to the specific questions at the end of the consultation document 

1
Do you welcome the broad policy direction set out in Skills that Work for Wales? – We welcome the broad direction but not some of the specific proposals.  “Skills the Work for Wales - A skills and employment strategy” merely skims the surface of the recommendations included in “Promise and performance: the report of the Independent Review of the Mission and Purpose of Further Education in Wales in the context of the Learning Country: vision into action” and it would be bordering on negligence for WAG to miss the opportunity to use the report to radically overhaul provision in Wales.  We believe that further education colleges should continue to play the leading role in delivering on the skills agenda and that we have a rare opportunity to revitalise and reposition further education in Wales. 
2
What should be the priority actions if we are to deliver in line with our ambitions for skills and employment?  See above our comments in relation to “Promise and performance”.  In summary we believe that the priorities should be:
· Introduction of a unified system of funding

· Introduction of Wales wide model contracts of employment for all staff employed in further education colleges in Wales

· Undertaking further work on reconfiguration, consortia and merger in collaboration with fforwm and the trade unions

· Implementation of the proposed changes to both college governance arrangements and for training and development of college leaders and managers
· Full implementation of foundation degrees in further education colleges.

3
Does the strategy strike the right balance between the needs and responsibilities of individuals, businesses, and communities?  No.  As outlined in some detail above, we remain extremely sceptical about the benefits of directing funds towards employers for skills training and would oppose it vigorously.
4
What are your views on our proposed financial contributions policy? 

a.
Do you agree with the case for change?  We do not agree with many of the conclusions and recommendations included in the consultation document.

b.
Do you agree that public funding should focus on ensuring that everyone is equipped with the basic platform of skills necessary for employment and participation in community life?  We have already indicated our scepticism of the benefits of directing funds towards employers: if they don’t invest and allow time off for those without a level 2 qualification a measure of compulsion should be introduced.  We would also warn of the dangers of not funding those already possessing level 2 or above qualifications: retraining those with out of date skills and qualifications is as important as training those without them.  The experience in England is that much of the “train to gain money” has been wasted on accreditation of existing skills rather than on training for new skills.  We would also caution against redirecting funds away from “other” adult provision and ESOL as has happened so disastrously in England.

5
Do the proposals go far enough in giving employers, as customers of the skills system, influence on the content and delivery of skills programmes? (see Chapter 3)  We do not support the proposals.

6
This document sets out many specific proposals. We would welcome comments on all of these and in particular we would like to know if you support our proposals in the following areas:

a. Recognising and rewarding excellent provision (2.18-2.23); Yes

b. A focus on priority sectors and businesses in our workforce development programmes (3.7); We would caution against redirecting funds away from “other” adult provision and ESOL as has happened in England.  Whilst we agree that those that can afford to contribute towards their provision should be encouraged to do so, the way that this has been applied in England has led to the devastation of adult community education, with over 1.5 million learners being lost and much long standing ESOL provision outside London destroyed. We do not doubt that were the same approach to be taken in Wales, the judgement of the electorate would be unforgiving.
c. Directing more of the existing resource into a discretionary Workforce Development Programme and a new Sector Priorities Fund (3.8-3.14); No

d. Encouraging stronger links between employers, Further Education Institutions and Higher Education Institutions (3.13-3.14, 3.21-3.26); As outlined above, whilst we support development of stronger links between FE and HE institutions we firmly believe that FE colleges should remain separate institutions. FE should be allowed to develop foundation degrees that meet local needs.  HE is significantly different to FE and we see little opportunity for genuine synergy; we fear that there would be a complete takeover with concomitant job losses and the loss of expertise in FE.
e. Establishing an integrated skills and employment service based on the overarching ‘Careers Ladder’ model (4.11-4.25); Yes

f. Reviewing the operating model for Careers Wales (4.10); Yes

g. Refocusing Skillbuild and Individual Learning Accounts (4.21); Yes

h. Funding and support for basic skills (5.5-5.9); Yes

i. Identifying and targeting groups most at risk (5.10-5.14); Yes

j. Supporting community-based learning through the reform of Adult Community Learning (5.15-5.17): Yes but with funding safeguards.

7
What are the most important measures of success (1.16-1.19)? These have already been clearly identified in the Learning Country and Learning Country 2.
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