The Skills System at the Local Level

1. The Government believes that skills delivery to date has been compromised by too much interference from external bodies, which has stifled innovation and inhibited the ability of training organisations to respond to the needs of their real customers – learners and businesses. The Coalition’s skills policy, as set out in its White Paper, Skills for Sustainable Growth, is therefore focused on freeing colleges and training organisations from central and other external control, allowing them to deliver what is needed locally. It has removed all central targets, simplified funding systems and is in the process of reducing a wide range of bureaucracy and other restrictions that have acted as a barrier to flexible and responsive delivery in the past.

2. The Local Growth White Paper confirms Government’s position on local enterprise partnerships’ skills role. The Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) will encourage partnerships to develop effective working relationships with the further and higher education sector and engage directly with networks of colleges, training organisations and universities in order to discuss how the partnership can help generate the demand needed to support local economic development - which may include helping to build employer ambition through spreading good practice - and to confirm the offer that colleges and learning providers will be making to respond to demand.

3. Colleges and training organisations are being encouraged to form self-organised networks so they can engage more easily with their local enterprise partnership to agree skills priorities and how they can best be delivered. The priority is to develop networks of flexible and responsive colleges and training organisations where the relationship between the college or training organisation and their direct customers takes primacy and colleges are free to respond to the real demand demonstrated by employers and individual citizens. The Skills Funding Agency and BIS will continue to work with the further education and skills sector through its representative bodies, the Association of Colleges, the Association of Learning Providers and the 157 Group, supported by the Learning and Skills Improvement Service, to encourage the development of networks and to identify and disseminate existing good practice.  We are also encouraging the local enterprise partnership boards to improve their direct engagement with the sector.

4. Colleges and training organisations are expected to engage directly with their local partners (local enterprise partnerships, Local Authorities, Jobcentre Plus, etc); consulting them on their business plans so that they set out how their offer, and the public funding being provided, contributes to the local economic priorities.  They will also be expected to report back on their delivery, including on the feedback of learners and businesses using their services. Where local and national partners feel the sector is not responding they will be expected to challenge the leadership of the sector locally, including college governors and principals and to raise issues with representative bodies, who are expected to take a stronger peer role in driving up improvement. Should a dispute or difference of opinion arise between the local enterprise partnership and a local college we would encourage the partnership and the college to seek to resolve the issue together, with the option of further consultation and collaboration with other colleges, any self organised network that may exist, or sector bodies i.e. the Association of Colleges or the 157 Group. The Skills Funding Agency will work with the sector and partnerships to assist in the development of their new responsibilities.  The Skills Funding Agency will be alert to any issues and problems and then be involved by exception and proportional to need.

5. The main driver in this new system is empowered learners and businesses.  The Government expects that by giving learners and employers a good range of information about the curriculum, quality  and value of different learning opportunities they will be better informed to make choices about where and what to learn. This will drive quality improvement through a relationship between provider and customer rather than with government. 

6. Information on college and training organisation performance, including data on quality, outcomes and customer feedback, is already available through the December 2010 Framework for Excellence publication. This allows learners and employers to judge whether provision meets their particular needs, through a user-friendly customer facing website. By January 2012, this will be supplemented with a more comprehensive range of comparable FE Public Information. This information (whether through the careers service, Businesslink or providers’ own portals) will ensure that individuals and businesses can make informed decisions about which provider to use.  A careers service will also support individuals to make the right choices, taking account of labour market needs and qualifications advice; ensuring those at most disadvantage or unemployed obtain the best advice.

7. To support local enterprise partnerships and other economic partners in understanding what is being delivered and how well, the Further Education Data Service will have a role in disseminating a standard set of information reports. Work is already underway to develop this service, learning lessons from the experience of working with Regional Development Agencies. Manchester’s Commission for the New Economy has been involved in developing these data reports.

8. The Department for Business, Innovation and Skills has simplified the funding system for adult skills; there is now a single adult skills budget, allowing training organisations to use their public funding much more flexibly. The core principles of the new system are fairness, freedom and responsibility. This will be delivered by: empowering learners and employers; increasing the flexibility for colleges and training organisations to meet demand; clearly focusing upon outcomes; ensuring highly effective funding systems and structures are in place; and, achieving a better balance of investment between the Government, individuals and employers. The increased focus on private investment in training including through fee loans for advanced and higher level skills means that individuals and employers will have an even stronger interest in making sure the course and provider is the right one for them and will lead to an outcome relevant to their skills needs and to the labour market. 

9. The Further Education Quality Assurance System will offer a more proportionate approach to monitoring college and training organisation performance whilst ensuring that underperformance is quickly identified and robustly addressed.  The Skills Funding Agency will intervene when provision is below minimum levels of performance or not delivering the outcomes required. Inadequate providers will be removed from ACTOR, the register of providers eligible for public funding.  

10.  The current Ofsted Inspection Framework looks (broadly) at the promotion and implementation of local priorities and initiatives; and at engagement in partnership working. Ofsted started the process of reviewing this Framework in September 2010; and the Government has asked them to look at strengthening their inspection of responsiveness to the local economy and its priorities. BIS expects a revised Common Inspection Framework to come into effect from September 2011.

Responding to economic shocks
11. In response to any significant economic shock at a local level, BIS Local will coordinate the government response, working closely with any local enterprise partnership, local authorities, colleges, training providers and JobCentre Plus to agree a joined up response to the priorities for the unemployed and workless and for responding to sudden economic changes. The Skills Funding Agency will support where necessary by providing funding, information, and expertise.
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