The FE White Paper  
ACM’S response 

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.

1.  There is a good deal that ACM welcomes in The FE White Paper Raising Skills, Improving Life Chances: 

· A recognition that educating the nation’s workforce goes beyond a narrow vocationalism and embraces stepping stone and other provision. 

· The imperative to offer high quality, stable and well resourced vocational programmes and qualifications

· A greater role for FE colleges in the delivery of Higher Education

· A commitment to bringing work with employers into the mainstream work of colleges, through Train to Gain and other strategies

· Vocational specialisation to support the development of first rate provision

The Association welcomes the strategies to stimulate student demand through

· The extension of the level 3 entitlement to a wider age range

· The creation of a new programme of learner accounts

The Association endorses the priority status which the White Paper accords provision of the highest quality, and we welcome:

· The Continuing Professional Development requirement. ACM has been emphatic that a professional, skilful and capable workforce is the sine qua non of high quality delivery.

· Measures to address  poor provision rapidly and effectively

The level and bureaucratic complexity of sector funding have proved barriers to realising some of the aspirations for the sector which colleges and government share. We support

· The intention to close the funding gap, and hope that resources will allow this in the very near future. 

· A more level playing field with regard to capital funding.  

· A funding system well articulated to our shared goals. 

We welcome the proposals in this White Paper for:

· Greater freedom for colleges 

· In particular greater autonomy for strong colleges in responding to local need

· A simplified planning and funding system

· Less bureaucracy

2.  The Association would recommend that the following messages  are taken on board in the implementation stage of the reforms
· The continuing tendency for some LLSCs to micromanage college provision should be addressed. The Association does not contest the value and legitimacy of a planning framework.  Quite the contrary - we are supportive of policies which use public money to develop the provision and the student support (such as entitlements) that contribute to important national goals of social justice and economic prosperity. However the tension between plans and expressed demand has to be managed in a way that most benefits students - rather than in the way that best conforms with bureaucracy. This demands experience, imagination and creativity – qualities that are plentiful in colleges.  

· Full account should be taken of the corrosive effect of constant change.  Too much energy, time and good-will disappear in the effort of keeping up with changing regulations.  In the interests of reaching the stage where provision across the sector is of a consistently high standard, and in order to support the embedding of the sector’s new ‘brand’, we need a strong strategic policy framework that sets and supports consistent long term goals. This has not always been a characteristic of recent policy - we welcomed the introduction of three-year plan-led funding only to see it abolished before the start of year two. 

· While the White Paper speaks earnestly about simplifying the funding and planning process, it should not underestimate the tide that is to be turned on this.  In the last few years we have seen the proliferation of regulations and requirements, layers of bureaucracy, points of accountability that are often irrational and sometimes impenetrable. This will not be an easy tide to turn and only determination, skills and clarity of purpose of the highest order will succeed. Provision for adult students with pre-level two learning needs has been seriously damaged by these problems.  There is no clear sign in Government policy at present that this will be rectified. 

· We regret that the White Paper has little to say about encouraging and incentivising employers to make a greater contribution to the cost of the training of their employees. In the absence of a greater employer contribution the resource environment will inevitably lead to the exclusion of many people who would benefit from learning and whose improved skills would profit the economy.  While this Association believes that relatively affluent people should contribute substantially to the fees for their courses, recent history suggests that many others who are less well off will be deterred from learning by a steep rise in fees. 

· We welcome the extension of the level three entitlement although, as we proposed in earlier contributions to the current debate, we hope to see the age restrictions on this entitlement lifted in the medium term. We remain concerned at the absence of a holistic lifelong learning policy.  This is not a soft liberal aspiration, but rather an urgent necessity in an economy reliant on adult workers and a society that can only benefit from the economic prospects that learning affords mature people. 

· The development and maintenance of excellent and stable vocational programmes and qualifications are central to the reforms outlined in this paper. We call on the Government to accord the resources, time and consultation necessary to achieve this.  It is important that the nature of the programmes are focused firmly on the needs of learners and employers and not (as was the case when vocational qualifications were required to take on the characteristics of academic programmes) on political exigency. 

Some key concerns:

The Department must sort out the mixed messages they are sending.  On the one hand it implores colleges to meet the skills needs of the country, and on the other it cuts adult provision drastically. It is neither reasonable nor realistic to expect us to address the former in the context of the latter.

Colleges will be best placed to deliver excellent provision to students and employers if they work within a stable, coherent and consistent policy environment.  At present none of those adjectives apply: policy changes frequently, and lacks coherence and consistency.

The architecture surrounding the sector remains overly complicated and thus an obstacle to the sector working well. There are many instances of this including the presence of brokers in Train to Gain who add little value, waste time and add bureaucracy.  The Department’s response to Foster’s insights on this issue has been disappointing.  

The sector is keen to work with the DfES to recreate in FE the vocational Higher Education that was lost with the demise of the HND (a gap that has not, in the statistical or any other sense, been filled by Foundation Degrees). 
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