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Report

The remit of the BRG during the year was to bring about reductions in the bureaucratic burden experienced by providers in the FE sector through identifying areas where the burden is excessive and by challenging government departments and agencies to make changes.  A second role for the Group was to advise government on the likely impact on providers of planned system changes.  

The Strategic Plan for the Group for the period 2009-2010 - Appendix 1 – or (http://www.fe-brg.org.uk/user_files/documents/strategic-plan-2009-2010.doc  was devised to allow the Group to carry out both these roles.  This Report looks back on the work during the year.
Progress towards Strategic Objectives

1. To establish a membership structure that encompasses all organisations and users in the Learning and Skills Sector, where each member understands and accepts the responsibilities of their type of membership.

Appendix 4 illustrates the breadth and range of organisations and individuals that have participated in Group activities during the year.  We are particularly pleased to have welcomed representatives from learner organisations and charitable and voluntary provider organisations.  We believe that this type of forum is unique in the FE sector for provider a wide range of multi-lateral views from both the provider and agency/departments base.
2. To widen participation in bureaucracy reduction activities by users of Learning and Skills Sector systems.
The web site developments have been crucial in achieving this goal.  Ordinary users of the sector have been able to leave comments or complain about excessive bureaucracy which have been followed up by the Chair or the Group in general.  They have been able to download and study key agency and departmental Simplification Plans and Scrutiny documents and have been able to register their interest to attend Group Scrutinies in the capacity of Expert Witnesses.  Website traffic has been over 2000 unique hits with over 7000 page views.

3. To hold scrutinies of systems in operation in the Learning and Skills Sector to advise on how those contributing to the bureaucratic burden of each area can minimise their impact. AND
4. To bring about reductions in bureaucracy through facilitating information, networking and coordination among Sector organisations and providers. 

There have been six scrutinies during the year with attendance from BIS, DCSF, Shadow SFA, Shadow YPLA, REACT, Ofsted, LSIS, Edexcel, Ofqual, FAB, LLUK, and IfL. 

BRG has this year seen the impact of previous scrutiny on reducing bureaucracy within programmes, especially Train to Gain and Framework for Excellence. Not surprisingly the Group has been most interested in how the design of the new funding models for 16-18 year olds and post-19 can minimise burdens. The Group therefore looked in some detail at developments for cross-cutting systems:

· Financial Assurance Systems

· Contracting and Settlement Systems

· Performance Management Systems

· Qualification and Accreditation Systems

· Learner Support Systems

· Systems which support regulation and development of the workforce

· National Commissioning Framework for Youth Provision

The BRG had significant concerns about the potential for increased burden that remains in plans for moving control funding to local authorities and would welcome any simplification in this area. The group believes bureaucracy can be reduced through greater consistency between and development of interoperable systems.

There has been less progress on addressing bureaucracy in the qualifications systems but the BRG and its Chair took steps to engage more actively with Awarding Organisations this year following DIUS and BIS Ministerial challenge. BRG also invited a representative from the Federation of Awarding Bodies to attend meetings and to report on progress on their work with AoC and ALP.   
Appendix 2 shows the recommendations from the scrutinies this year and the response from the policy leads. This process informs the conclusions and the way forward set out below.

5. To monitor and report on efforts to reduce and improve bureaucracy by Sector organisations.
Appendix 3 shows the Plans which have been monitored during the year by the Group.  By regular monitoring at Group meetings, we have encouraged all Group members to draw up Simplification Plans and advised on their implementation.

6. To communicate widely within the Sector about the development and improvement of bureaucracy.

Through the introduction of an E-Bulletin, distribution of all papers that came to Group meetings and links to other documents, the web site has been the prime method of communication with sector users.  The e-Bulletin has built up a subscription list of over 200 readers, and Chair’s Notes are sent after every meeting to Chief Executives member agencies and organisations and Directors of member Departments.  The Group believes that the sector will ultimately benefit from facilitating understanding amongst government departments and agencies of the working methods and operating environment of the sector in order to influence system design.  Such opportunities will naturally increase joint working and generate synergies in system development.

Conclusions
· That the bureaucracy burden experienced by providers is a product of the systems devised to implement policy directives.

· Where a system has been devised by a single agency or department to implement a particular policy with reasonably narrow objectives it is relatively simple to identify excessive bureaucracy and challenge the implementer to reduce its impact.

· With many agencies and departments contributing to the systems implementing a broad set of policy objectives, it is important that the scrutiny and challenge is conducted in a multi-lateral way on a thematic basis.  It is also important in these circumstances that the sector adopts a approach that encourages understanding between departments and agencies and suggests and promotes joint working and data sharing.

· Where a policy is to be applied nationally, then the implementation system produces a lower bureaucratic burden on providers if it is nationally consistent.  Local variations in systems and ad hoc requests for data and information inevitably produce more bureaucracy for providers.  Such increases in bureaucracy are difficult for providers to challenge as such complaints might damage the relationships between local implementer and provider to the detriment of the provider.

· Where a policy devolves more responsibility and freedom to diverse implementers then the system fragments and providers, particularly those who need to engage with several local or regional agencies, experience increased levels of bureaucracy.

The Way Forward

At the time of writing this report, a review into all sector-led groups is underway to determine how the framework for such collaboration might best be developed. Here are some comments from the Group’s self review and evaluation of the year’s work in attempting to bring about reductions in bureaucracy:

· “There are now a lot of in-built drivers for simplification and reductions in bureaucracy within agencies and departments that indicate that challenge from the sector is not so important as in previous years.  Most of the big issues have been dealt with.  It’s more important now that everyone responsible for policy implementation understands their impact on providers in the context of all the other people trying to do similar things”

· “The multi-lateralism practised by the BRG is successful on two counts – it helps government to understand what all their own players are up to and the advice that comes from the provider side truly projects the difficulties experienced by all types of provider.  The sector is rightly considered to have sub-sectors of different types of provision, but sometimes the number of different types of providers within each sub-sector is forgotten.  Everyone can make their voice heard on the BRG.”

· “Policy lobbying that affects system complexity and constricting bureaucracy is best done right at the start.  This is the work of the provider representative organisations, but they are rightly focussed on the needs of their own members and tend to work uni-laterally.  Real joined up clever system design will best come about through multi-lateral understanding and multi-lateral advice.”

· “Once policy is determined and a system is being designed to implement it, then we must keep reminding system designers of the basic principles that lead to the lowest bureaucratic burdens on providers and system users. Things like consistent national systems for universal policy objectives, sharing data amongst agencies rather than collecting it again, making full use of on line communications and cloud storage etc.  Joint agency and departmental approaches are what make the difference.”

The Group concluded the year’s work on July 6th 2010 expressing the hope that a way can be found to continue working with the approaches outlined in this Report that clearly benefit government, providers and system users in general in relation to the systems and bureaucracy that are necessary to make good and effective use of public funds in the FE sector.
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Strategic Plan for period August 2009 to July 2010

Aim
To facilitate simplification of the Learning and Skills Sector system by 

· being an effective channel for learners, providers, employers and system users who wish to question, complain or challenge excessive bureaucracy

· identifying system complexity and advising system designers on how minimum bureaucracy can be achieved. 

Objectives

7. To establish a membership structure that encompasses all organisations and users in the Learning and Skills Sector, where each member understands and accepts the responsibilities of their type of membership.

8. To widen participation in bureaucracy reduction activities by users of Learning and Skills Sector systems

9. To hold scrutinies of systems in operation in the Learning and Skills Sector to advise on how those contributing to the bureaucratic burden of each area can minimise their impact. 

10. To bring about reductions in bureaucracy through facilitating information, networking and coordination among Sector organisations and providers. 

11. To monitor and report on efforts to reduce and improve bureaucracy by Sector organisations

12. To communicate widely within the Sector about the development and improvement of bureaucracy.

Actions needed to achieve objectives
Objective 1 - Membership

a) The membership of the BRG will be revised to establish categories:

1. Organisations, Agencies and Government Bodies operating in the Sector

2. Organisations which represent Sector system users

3. Individual practitioners from the Sector

b) A protocol will be developed for each category

Objective 2 – Widening Participation in BRG activities
a) The website will be developed to accept online submissions of questions, comments and complaints about sector bureaucracy

b) Member organisations will be required to display a button on their own websites which clicks directly through to the BRG comments and complaints form.

c) Individuals in the Sector will be able to apply online to attend BRG Scrutinies in person as expert witnesses effectively becoming individual members for that meeting

Objective 3 – Scrutinies Schedule

a) A scrutiny schedule will be developed and implemented that reflects the major concerns of Sector users about areas where the bureaucratic burden is considered excessive.  The schedule will be aligned with that of the UKCES Skills Simplification Plan priorities.

Objective 4 – Bureaucracy Reduction through Organisational 



  Networking and Provider Support

a) A series of sessions will be held to facilitate reduction of bureaucracy through networking between organisational members

b) A programme of support to providers in the adoption of good practice and proportionate systems will be developed.

Objective 5 – Monitoring of Sector efforts to reduce bureaucracy 
a) A selection of areas will be chosen where bureaucracy reduction will be closely monitored with impact reports being sent to relevant Directors and Chief Executives.

Objective 6 – Communications

a) The website will be revised to provide an indexed library of documents, reports and information papers

b) An e-Bulletin linking back to the document library will be developed and published after each meeting to every provider and other system users.

c) Chairs Notes will be produced after each meeting and distributed to Directors and Chief Executives of all organisations and bodies operating in the Sector.

	Topic
	Recommendation
	To 
	Impact 

	Financial Assurance Systems proposed under the Machinery of Government Changes
10 Sept 2009
	That there be a single system with mechanisms common to all providers for the financial assurance of all post-16 learning funding streams 
	DCSF and BIS 
	This proposal has not been accepted.  The responsibility for assuring the National Audit Office of the correct use of public funds lies with each specific government Department and so providers who receive funds from two different Departments (ie BIS and DCSF) will be subject to two different assurance systems, and therefore experience a higher bureaucratic burden than under the previous system.

	
	That a single central national body be responsible both for the collection, management and dissemination of data on all publicly funded post-16 learning activity.  Providers should be required to provide all such information only to this body.
	DCSF and BIS
	Although data on all post-16 activity will be collected from providers by a single agency, it seems unlikely that Local Authorities will be content to source all the information they need for the commissioning of youth provision from this central platform and so providers can expect more local ad-hoc requests for information than under the previous system.  The YPLA’s view is that Local Authorities should not be imposing any additional data collection burden on providers who will continue to make returns direct to the national ILR system.

	Contracting and Settlement Systems proposed under the Machinery of Government Changes 
12 Nov 2009
	That the YPLA and Local Authorities continue to be responsible for the commissioning of provision for those learners who have their 19th birthday during the first year of a two year programme of study
	DCSF and BIS
	This recommendation appears to have been accepted. If implemented, this approach will significantly reduce the bureaucratic burden for Sixth Form Colleges who do not normally hold any adult provision contracts.

	
	That all government departments agree on a common system for performance and compliance management of all providers covering all post-16 learning funding streams.
	DCSF and BIS
	The performance management mechanisms within the FE sector are likely to develop a degree of fragmentation as responsibility for youth provision will lie with each individual Local Authority.  Such an approach will probably increase the bureaucratic burden for most providers.

	
	That a mechanism be developed to allow for in-year movement of funds between government departments where the pattern of demand from Young Learners for specific types of provision is different to that anticipated and planned for.
	DCSF and BIS
	Both Departments are aware that a slow response to funding changes in anticipated enrolment patterns increases the bureaucracy for providers and can limit learner choice.

	National Commissioning Framework consultation
25 Jan 2010
	That a system be introduced for a provider to appeal commissioning decisions by a Local Authority, or Sub Regional Group
	DCSF
	This recommendation has been accepted.

	
	That a system be developed to enable a private training provider delivering the same programme in several Local Authority areas to benefit from the principle of only having a single commissioning “conversation” with a Lead Commissioning Local Authority.
	DCSF
	This recommendation has been accepted.

	
	That Local Authorities use participation data drawn from a single central national source (see above)
	DCSF
	As noted above, although Local Authorities will be able to source data from the central platform, providers anticipate that more local ad-hoc data exchanges will be required.

	Performance Management Systems proposed under the Machinery of Government Changes 
25 Jan 2010
	That the Single Account Manager system be introduced as planned and developed for use by the Skills Funding Agency for managing its contracts with providers
	Shadow SFA
	The BRG endorsed this development as most likely to reduce bureaucracy for most providers.

	
	That the proposed Quality Assurance System be adopted by government as the framework for the common system for performance and compliance management of all providers covering all post-16 learning funding streams. (See above)
	DCSF and BIS
	The BRG endorsed the approach of a common Quality Assurance System as the framework for common performance management within the sector.

	
	That the YPLA develop an IT tool for use by Local Authorities in their contract management with providers that embodies the bureaucracy reduction principles which underpin the SFA Single Account Manager system.
	Shadow YPLA
	Such an IT tool has not been developed by the YPLA as there has been no request from Local Authorities for this facility.  The devolution of responsibility for Youth Commissioning to Local Authorities will inevitably lead to a loss of system consistency used throughout the sector with consequent differences developing in the local approach to the bureaucracy experienced by providers, particularly those who engage with several LAs or SRGs.

	Current Qualification and Accreditation Systems 
18 March 2010
	That a provider who has obtained consent from a learner should be able to download information from their Personal Learner Record 
	MIAP (Learner Records Service)
	This facility has been developed and introduced.

	
	That appropriate access methods to the PLR be developed to cater for the needs of disadvantaged and digitally excluded groups of learners
	MIAP (Learner Records Service)
	MIAP is aware of this issue.

	
	That proof of compliance by a provider of adherence with Ofqual’s requirements in relation to Centre Approval be transferable between Awarding Bodies for the purposes of Centre Accreditation.
	Ofqual and FAB
	The FAB is supportive of this recommendation and is continuing to work towards a degree of transferability in Centre Accreditation compliance checks.

	
	That Awarding Bodies develop more common elements within their business methods and deadline dates.
	FAB
	The FAB will encourage its members to be aware of the impact of their business methods and deadline dates on providers who work with several different Awarding Bodies

	Current Learner Support Systems 
13 May 2010
	That learner financial support be administered through a single application form which covers all types of aid, except locally administered discretionary funds.

That an appropriate personal data set be used to pre-populate a financial support application form when a learner changes age status
That guidance be issued to Local Authorities on the minimum and maximum data requirements for the administration of learner financial support
	YPLA
	It remains the intention of the YPLA to introduce these reductions in bureaucracy to the administration systems for Learner Financial Support

	
	That no additional specific audit regime put in place to ensure compliance should Statutory Duties for Initial Advice and Guidance be extended to FE Colleges
	DfE and BIS
	The Departments have no current plans to increase the audit burden should this extension of duties be implemented as it is considered that Ofsted could provide any required assurance on this matter as part of a normal inspection 

	
	That Common Application Processes at age 16 be made available by all Local Authorities and Sub Regional Groups 
	DfE and YPLA
	The Department was interested in this comment from the Group and it would be taken into consideration in future deliberations as to whether to require Local Authorities and Sub Regional Groups to implement a CAP

	
	That the PLR facilities be extended so that centrally held personal information can be downloaded by a provider who obtains learner consent
	DfE and MIAP (Learner Records Service)
	The Department was interested in this suggestion and it will be taken into consideration during the development of the CAP process

	Current Workforce Regulation and Development Systems 
6 July 2010
	That the system for professional registration continue to directly engage the individual with few consequent bureaucratic requirements for the employer other than those that each employer may choose to implement in support of their workforce.
	IfL
	The IfL intends to continue with the current system of paperless on-line engagement of the individual for purposes of professional registration and workforce development

	
	That policy requirements regarding teacher/trainer qualifications for non-college providers could become disproportionate to the needs of this sub-sector with a consequent increase in such providers’ bureaucratic burden.
	BIS and DfE
	The Department will take this view into consideration in future policy development

	
	That the current moves towards simplification and reduction in bureaucracy in the area of Child Protection be implemented, accepting that providers may need to implement a link between their Single Central Register and each individual’s  ISA registration in order to assist Ofsted during inspection processes.
	BIS and Ofsted
	Providers may be advised to continue to maintain a Single Central Register enhanced in this way, even if such a requirement becomes non-compulsory so that compliance with legislation can be quickly and simply provided during an inspection.

	
	That consideration be given to the integration of SIR data collection with the ILR system.  Providers may benefit bureaucratically from a common timetable and returns process and such a system may also increase the return rate for SIR data.  This would make the data analysis facilities available from LLUK for providers more comprehensive and meaningful.
	LLUK and SFA (Data Service)
	This proposal is under consideration by LLUK.

	
	That LLUK consider developing systems that are more tailored to the needs of the various sub-groups of providers in the sector, rather than developing a single universal approach irrespective of type of provider.
	LLUK
	LLUK is aware of the different needs and capacities of the different provider types and will seek to accommodate this request in future system developments.

	
	That Sector Skills Councils become aware that increased prescription of requirements for workforce qualifications in relation to awarding vocational qualifications may lead to an increased bureaucratic burden on providers imposed by Awarding Bodies.
	SSCs and FAB
	The FAB is aware of the bureaucratic burden on providers imposed by the qualifications system and will continue to work with all involved towards simplification and reduction.


Return to main report
Simplification Plan Monitoring

The BRG had a remit to also monitor the production of Simplification Plans from its members.  The table below indicates the position as at July 2010
	Member
	Plan
	Date Published
	Key points included

	Becta
	
	
	Internal simplification documents only – no published plan

	Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS)
	Delivering a better business environment 
	Dec 2009
	In 2009/10

The BIS approach to simplifying the FE and skills systems focused on the needs of different stakeholders. This included simplifying the system for learners through widespread adoption of unique learner numbers and the development of learner records to provide learners with better access to the data we hold within the system on their participation in learning and achievement. This will ensure they do not have to re-present information they have already provided
BIS also responded to the advice from the UKCES on simplifying the system for employers to reduce burdens on them. Action here included: 

· reducing paperwork within the employer-facing programmes Train to Gain and Apprenticeships; 

· providing easier access to information on skills through Businesslink web-based information; 

· developing an integrated brokerage through Businesslink; and, 

· tailored services for large employers. 

Simplifying the system for providers centred on responding to advice from the FE sector, through BRG) and other stakeholders to inform the development of the systems to be managed by the Skills Funding Agency from April 2010. These systems include: 

· the single account management system; 

· a national funding framework with proportionate audit requirements; 

· an integrated national performance management and quality assurance system; 

· shared Information Management Services across the FE sector; and,

· an approved college and training organisation register. 

BIS also reported good progress on work to achieve a 20% reduction in the data burden by May 2010. Removing a single data return on ESF saved £16m in the 2009/10 acadmeic year.

For 2010/11

BIS will further simplify the funding and monitoring systems, and the qualifications systems. Other plans include improving learners’ choice and accessibility through better information, advice and guidance services. 

       

	Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) (now Department for Education)
	Simplification Plan 
	Dec 2009
	In 2009/10

DCSF worked with stakeholders including the Bureaucracy Reduction Group to consider plans for the National Commissioning Framework and local authority systems, developing joint approaches with Skills Funding Agency for audit and performance management and quality assurance;  and further  simplifying learner support

For 2010/11

Developing clear guidance for local authorities including encouragement to use systems and data already available.

 

	Learning and Skills Council (LSC)
	LSC Simplification Plan 2009-10
	Sept 2009
	In 2009/10
LSC action included:

Reduced the number of funding streams from six to three and reduced the number of separate funding schedules from contracts.

Brought together the application of minimumlevelsof performance with the LSC’s statutory intervention policy into a single process.

Reduced the paperwork within programmes especially in Train to Gain and clarified the requirements for health and safety to reduce H&S assessment burden..

Developed more on-line processes such as for Apprenticeship vacancy matching and for providers to tender through the Qualified Provider Framework.

Enabled providers to align the learner survey required as part of Framework for Excellence with their own learner survey.

For 2010/11

Through new Skills Funding Agency, embedding consistent national processes through clear national guidance especially on funding systems.

Developing more standard learner-focused documentation eg for both Train to Gain and Apprenticeships.

Encouraging wider application of the Electronic Platform Control and Risk Assessment Framework to support electronic storage of audit evidence.



	Learning and Skills Improvement Service (LSIS)
	LSIS Simplification Plan 2009-11
	Feb 2010
	In 2009/10

Established a partnership approach to agree 3 year Corporate Plan.  

Working with AoC, ALP, HOLEX and IfL on collaborative communications

Introduced a flexibility and innovation fund

Developed on-line training materials

Moved to a single site, reduced the number of posts and introduced more internal sharing of information

For 2010/11

Reducing number of LSIS publications to the sector from 2010/11



	Ofsted
	Ofsted: simplification with respect to the inspection of learning and skills 2009-11
	Feb 2010
	In 2009/10

Further develop more proportionate inspection

Introduced shorter notice of inspection

Produced shorter clearer guidance and shorter, clearer reports

Reduced document requirements for inspection

Introduced using Framework for Excellence indicators for planning inspections

For 2010/11

Streamlining adult and community learning inspections 

Streamlining inspection of DWP contracted provision

Working with National Employer Service to align employer driven schemes with Ofsted inspections

Working with Skills Funding Agency audit service to share intelligence

Review implementation of new Common Inspection Framework.



	Ofqual
	
	
	In 2009/10

Worked with LSC/Skills Funding Agency to implement Qualification and Credit Framework using the MIAP ULN and learner record which avoided havingto build separate systems. 



	QCDA
	
	
	Internal simplification documents only – no published plan

	Skills Funding Agency
	Simplification for Colleges and Training Organisations
	June 2010
	For 2010/11

Developing national system operated through single account managers. 

Develop clear Funding Guidance Notes from the Chief Executive
Managing a single FE Data Service including learner record services.

Managing coherent services for, and informed by, employers and learners.



	Young People’s Learning Agency (YPLA)
	National Commissioning Framework
	April 2010
	Simplification issues have been addressed through the design of the National Commissioning Framework and related business process design. Full plan to be commenced after direction for 16-19 arrangements are clear 


Return to main report
Membership during the year

Independent Chair
Tony Craven
Organisational Members

Becta

BIS - Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 

DfE - Department for Education (formerly Department for Children, Schools and Families)

LSC - Learning and Skills Council (up to April 2010)

LSIS - Learning and Skills Improvement Service

Ofqual – Office of the Qualifications and Exams Regulator

Ofsted – Office for Standards in Education

QCDA – Qualifications and Curriculum Development Agency 

Representative Members
AoC – Association of Colleges

ALP – Association of Learning Providers

FAB – Federation of Awarding Bodies

IA – The Information Authority

IRU – Independent Review Unit

NUS – National Union of Students

SFCF – Sixth Form Colleges Forum

TSNLA – Third Sector National Learning Alliance

UCU – University and College Union

UKCES – UK Commission for Employment and Skills

Individual Members from

Guildford College

JHP Training

Leeds City College

St Brendan’s SFC

St Charles Catholic SFC

West Suffolk College

Weston College
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