FE funding – the basic principles

A number of funding issues over the last contracting year have prompted the Association of Learning Providers (ALP) to produce a paper setting out what it believes should be the basic principles applied by the Government’s agencies that fund the FE system.  We believe it important to get these basics accepted before the Machinery of Government changes are completed and the new agencies in place.

Level playing field
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From the very start ALP argued for a level playing field for FE funding.  Apart from the Adult Learning Responsive (ALR) funding, which has been almost exclusively available to colleges of FE, this has slowly improved in response to ALP arguments over recent years, with new budgets opened up to independent providers following the introduction of the Employer Responsive budget and in particular Train to Gain, and the move to more open and competitive tendering.  The ALP position is still that all funding lines should be accessible by any provider with the capacity to deliver to the specification set out by the funder, and there should be no artificial divisions between different types of organisation, be they public, private or third sector, when allocating funds.    We believe that learners deserve the best service possible so all funding should be routed through the providers best able to deliver training services to the learners/employers.  
Preferential treatment

It is vital that within this open market that no preferential treatment is given to any part or parts of the FE system that would give them an unfair advantage over other parts of the sector.  
For example, employers contracted to deliver Apprenticeships or Train to Gain via the National Employers Service should be required to meet the same standards and criteria as other providers delivering those services to other employers.  To do anything else would inevitably distort success rates making any meaningful comparisons of either the effectiveness of the training provided by the different routes, or the value for money offered, impossible.
Another example of preferential treatment has started to emerge recently as a result of the mismanagement that led to the massive overspend in the 2008/09 contract year which left insufficient monies available for Train to Gain between April 2009 and March 2010, and will prevent many employers from starting their employees on the programme for nearly a year.  To address this it was suggested that the ALR budget be used to cover Train to Gain payments until the new financial year, when more Train to Gain funding would become available, which could then be used to repay the ALR budget.  This would have been a perfectly acceptable solution if the budget had been vired at the national level, however the proposal was to allow this at the institutional level only, thus giving those deliverers able to access ALR an unfair advantage over the others.  Train to Gain had been contracted via an open and competitive tendering system and to subsequently suggest giving a financial advantage to only some of the successful contractors is totally unacceptable.
Ring fencing of budgets

Another worry recently has been the decision to make some new programmes/budgets only available to some sections of the sector, particularly the programme of 75,000 places for unemployed learners that was ringfenced for colleges although it is the independent sector that has the expertise in delivering services for the unemployed, with many already contracted to provide these services for DWP.  Many independent providers would have been able to get delivery up and running almost immediately, whereas most colleges, without the expertise in house, needed to build a service from scratch just at a time when they were preparing to shut down for the summer holidays.  This programme should have been open to all providers and those best able to deliver – be they colleges or independent – given the task of providing this service.  As it is, months after the decision to provide this support, very little has yet been delivered.
The need to retain an improved demand led funding system

There have undoubtedly been problems with the demand led funding system introduced by the LSC.  Those problems, however, have largely resulted from mismanagement – extremely late contracting out of provision (many months after the start of the contract year), failure to listen to early advice from providers that they would be delivering their full contract values, providers encouraged by the LSC to deliver volumes over and above those set out in their contracts.  Despite that, now is not the time to move back to a plan based system.  The recent economic downturn came suddenly, out of the blue, and has resulted in a deep recession that no-one could have predicted even a few months before.  Given this total unpredictability it is vital that any FE funding system continues to be demand led by the real time needs of the economy and employers.  
Summary

The increasing success rates of the last few years justify the changes, in response to ALP arguments, that have seen the FE market opened up and a move to demand led funding.  The economy must not be damaged further by pulling back from the new funding regimes that have proved so successful in meeting the demands of Government, employers and individuals alike.
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