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Recession – the immediate impact on Government funded vocational training
Background

ALP has recently produced a paper, ‘A vocational route for the future – the challenges facing the FE system and the way forward’, which takes a longer term view of some of the issues facing the vocational education and training sector.  In the face of the current recession, however, there is a need to take immediate action to see how and where costs might be reduced whilst minimising any adverse impact on the quality of provision available.  This paper aims to suggest what action could and should now be taken.

Maintenance of Apprenticeships

ALP believes that it is vital that no action is taken that might damage the take up of Apprenticeships by both individual and employers.  Indeed, we believe that the Apprenticeship frameworks, which have been developed over many years – should be seen as providing the foundation stone on which work based learning (WBL) should be built.  Apprenticeships themselves will be vital to ensure that as the economy recovers we have the skilled workforce ready and able to take up the opportunities that become available.  This does appear to be recognised by all political parties and we would urge this and any future Government to maintain the funding for Apprenticeship at the very least at current levels.

The opportunity should be taken to broaden the Apprenticeship ‘family’ to retain level 2 and 3 but also formally include level 4/Foundation Degree level, to strengthen the brand and the scope for high level progression through to HE.

Adult skills development

We do appreciate the financial problems currently facing Government and accept that this will inevitably lead to a review of support for adult skills development.  In this area we would suggest a move towards a greater sharing of responsibility for the development of those in employment–  Government, employers, and in some cases individuals themselves co-funding provision for this group of people – so maximising Government funding for those individuals facing a period of unemployment.
For this unemployed group, we believe, the priority should be basic skills – developing them up to their first level 2 qualification, or in some cases replacing ‘redundant’ level 2 qualifications.   
The need for some in employment to achieve similar levels of basic skills should also remain a priority, but it could be that some of the recent flexibilities introduced into Train to Gain (TtG) in order to grow the programme could be withdrawn now the programme has become established, allowing Government to focus TtG funding on those in greatest need, as suggested above. 

Other opportunities to cut costs

In its paper, ‘A vocational route for the future – the challenges facing the FE system and the way forward’, ALP does put forward some ideas for reducing costs within the FE sector.  These included:

· Reducing the number of ‘intermediary bodies’ (quangos and others) involved in the FE system.  One option would be to concentrate ‘improvement’ support totally under LSIS, which might involve the merging in of some Becta and LLUK functions/funding.  LSIS is increasingly provider driven and this would strengthen further the opportunity to ensure support monies are properly and effectively targeted at areas of real need:
· Reducing the number of quality standards, kite marks, etc, that providers have to achieve.  It is vital that providers have more say in the development of quality standards and performance indicators.  There should be a simplified system which would reduce both the costs and the bureaucracy involved, and ALP can see no reason not to use the well known and understood EQF system, which can be easily adapted to meet the expectations of both Government and employers.  Ofsted could then be used, as now, for the  necessary external inspection and verification of providers’ own self assessment processes; 
· Linked to this, the development of a preferred supplier system, based on track record whilst still allowing new providers to enter the system, would also significantly cut costs: and

· Allowing providers to make better use of technology (electronic signatures, etc) and so reduce their costs.

Summary
ALP believes that Apprenticeships must be protected and maintained at least at current levels, but there are changes that might be made to adult funding to make some cost savings.  There are also other areas where costs could be reduced and so lead to potential savings for the Government.  We would be happy to meet with Government ministers and their officials to discuss these in more detail.
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