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Executive summary

Introduction

This report presents the findings from an assessment of the early impact of key aspects of
the New Challenges, New Chances Further Education and Skills System Reform Plan:
Building a World Class System”, which was published in December 2011. The aspects of
the reform programme in scope of the evaluation were:

The freedom and flexibilities provided to colleges and private providers, removing
top down central controls to enable the sector to be more responsive to learners,
employers and communities;

Funding policy changes, including the introduction of the simplified funding rates,
the simplified funding matrix and minimum contract levels;

Outward accountability, including the expectation that employers and learners
contribute to the co-design of providers’ skills offer, and receive clear information
from providers that are accountable to their community;

The simplification of administration and reduction in burden that have arisen
from the actions of the single Cross-Government FE and Skills Simplification Plan;

Competition in Further Education (FE), with the aim of examining the extent and
nature of competition within the FE sector, as well as the impact of competition;

Teaching and Learning, including actions to raise standards and the change in the
role of Governors in monitoring teaching and teaching;

Community learning, specifically the recommendations in the reform plan to
increase the income generated from those that can afford to pay and the targeting
of public funding on those that need it most; and

Creating a diverse and responsive sector, through giving providers greater
opportunity to develop new delivery models and supporting the sector to take
advantage of opportunities in the global market.

The evaluation assessed the extent to which the reform programme influenced the
behaviour of providers and changed the way that they work with Government and its
agencies. In addition, the evaluation examined the impact of the reforms on increasing
employer and learner investment in skills, and creating a responsive and high-quality FE

sector.

'Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/file/32313/11-1380-
further-education-skills-system-reform-plan.pdf
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A reference document on competition issues (Competition issues in the Further Education
sector) for providers has also been produced as part of this project.

Approach and method

The evaluation drew on qualitative and quantitative research with FE providers? including:

o Qualitative telephone interviews with a sample of 72 FE providers;

o A quantitative telephone survey of 481 FE providers (51% of the total number of
eligible FE providers);

o Five ‘competition’ case studies, where face-to-face and telephone interviews were
conducted with a range of local providers and stakeholders in a selection of
geographical areas; and

o Six ‘simplification and reducing burden’ case studies, where face-to-face and
telephone interviews were conducted with senior and operational staff responsible
for information management in a range of providers and geographical areas.

Findings from the research

Freedom and flexibilities

There was strong support in the sector for the overall aims and objectives of the
reforms. As one large FE college stated, the “mixture of autonomy and simplification of
the FE system can make it easier to respond to local communities”. This view was fairly
consistent across all types of FE providers. Support has increased in the last year, driven
by providers noting the reforms’ influence on reporting requirements and how performance
is monitored by public agencies.

There were, however, a small proportion of FE providers that were not yet convinced that
the reforms will have a sustained impact on the sector. These providers were concerned
that the underlying principles of the reforms (providing greater freedom and flexibility and
reducing bureaucracy) were not always being adhered to by other sector stakeholders
such as Ofsted and EFA. Some also noted that the funding policy restricted the extent to
which providers could offer more flexible provision to employers (for example, by offering
Qualifications and Credit Framework units) which they believed went against the aims of
the reforms.

% FE providers include General Further Education Colleges (GFEs), Tertiary Colleges, Specialist colleges,
Sixth Form Colleges, private providers, local authorities and third sector providers that receive funding from
BIS
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There is evidence of the reforms gaining significant traction in the sector. More than
four out of five FE providers (83%) felt that the reform programme had affected their
organisation’s business strategy and planning to some extent. This demonstrates a major
shift from the position in 2011 when the majority of providers were “waiting to see” how the
reforms were implemented before developing a strategic response.

The most widespread impact of the reforms has been on how providers identify new
business opportunities and plan provision (73% of all surveyed organisations cited this).
Providers reported increasing flexibility in approaches to planning and delivering provision
during the academic year. This was driven by the scope available to adapt the plan of
activity agreed with the Skills Funding Agency at the start of the year.

The reforms were also found to have a significant effect on the way that providers deliver
training. Many providers had implemented, or were planning to implement, new
delivery models as a result of the reforms. Nearly two-thirds (65%) of providers had
reviewed their business structures and 61% reported that they had made, or planned to
make, changes as a result. There were a few examples of providers setting up new
enterprises and consortia to develop their commercial offer and take on high-risk ventures.
For example, some providers have taken over small, specialist private providers.

Funding policy changes

There was generally support for the funding policy changes and particularly the
introduction of the single Adult Skills Budget (ASB). Seven out of ten providers felt the
ASB enabled their organisation to be ‘a lot’ (35%) or ‘a little’ (35%) more flexible. For some
providers the new funding system, and the opportunity to move funding more easily
between the funding pots, was the most significant early benefit of the reforms.
Many senior managers believed that this flexibility meant that they were now able to
respond more quickly to demand. Several gave examples of employers or partners
requesting training which they then set up much more quickly than in the past.

The change to entitlements and greater freedom in the use of funding has also enabled
providers to develop a more flexible employability offer. The demand for employability
provision was felt to fluctuate during the year and needed to be tailored to the
requirements of particular learners. The introduction of ASB means that providers can
more easily expand their offer if demand increases, and the change in entitlements has
enabled providers to offer shorter, more tailored courses.

Around one half of providers (47%) only believed that simplified funding rates would
benefit their organisation, although smaller providers were more positive in this regard.
The main anticipated benefits were reduced internal bureaucracy and greater clarity in the
funding process.

The introduction of minimum contract levels had also led to an increase in sub-contracting
in the sector, with around one half (47%) of providers reporting new sub-contracting
relationships. In many instances, this was because sub-contracting was seen as providing
an opportunity for providers to expand their offer by utilising the expertise, efficiency and
reputation of existing providers. However, sub-contracting did bring risks particularly in
maintaining high-quality standards across a range of delivery partners. This led to initial
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difficulties for some providers but most developed more effective systems for quality
assurance in sub-contracting over time.

Outward accountability

There is a cognisance among nearly all providers of the need to support their local
communities and that this is the central part of their mission. In particular, most
providers believed that they had a responsibility to support the local skills priorities of Local
Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) and local authorities. It is notable that in many areas LEPs
have played a key role in developing an infrastructure which allows providers to meet
regularly with other providers and local stakeholders. This creates a forum where local
partners can plan local activity and providers can share information enabling partners to
scrutinise and challenge college plans.

However, there is a sense that the reform programme has led to a change in the
relationship between providers and local partners. The new flexibilities have enabled
providers to respond more quickly to community needs and it is clear that this is leading to
a more responsive relationship with other partners, as well as greater complementarity of
services. This is, in part, due to the reduced public subsidy for certain courses. This leads
providers to try to identify new income sources by working with other organisations that
can refer or commission services. Providers are also looking to draw income from courses
that can be fully-funded by the state, which is why many providers are developing strong
relationships with Jobcentre Plus.

The reforms have not yet led to a significant change in the information provided to
learners and employers. This perhaps reflects the lack of clarity among providers on
what is expected in terms of outward accountability. The reforms state an expectation that
providers are accountable to employers and learners; most colleges argue that this is best
done through working with intermediary organisations and their Governors who are better
able to articulate the skills needs of the local community. Many providers also believed that
they have always been accountable to learners and employers; they understand that they
need good learner feedback and success rates in order to attract new learners. As a
result, many providers see no need to change their approach.

Simplification and reduced burden

In terms of simplification, a few notable changes have taken place as a result of the
reforms but not all of these have led to actual reductions in provider administrative costs.
Senior managers have not reported a reduction in the administrative burden on providers.
Over half of the senior managers who responded to the survey felt that the administrative
burden was no different in 2012/12 than in 2011/12.

Staff working at an operational level were more likely to notice changes that brought
savings in administrative time. The most significant savings came from the introduction of
new Apprenticeship Declaration and Authorisation Form and the improved ULN matching
of learners after enrolment. The new Apprenticeship Declaration and Authorisation form
would bring an annual saving of around £850,000 (if scaled up to 250,000 learners a year),
and the improved Unique Learner Number (ULN) matching of learners could lead to a
saving of £1.8 million.

11



Evaluation of the ‘New Challenges, New Chances’: Further Education and Skills reform plan

Providers were cautious about making changes to administration, particularly where they
felt decisions might be reversed in the future. There were also concerns around the
removal of certain information requests where these may still be required by other
Government agencies. Furthermore, some administrative processes have been retained
because they are perceived to provide a business benefit. For example, all of the case
study providers submitted data returns at more frequent intervals than the minimum
requirements set out by the Skills Funding Agency and Education Funding Agency (EFA).
Most submit monthly or fortnightly returns as it enables funding to be drawn down quickly
and makes it easier to monitor performance.

It is anticipated that savings will grow and become more significant as the Simplification
Plan is fully implemented in 2015. Reductions in internal and external audit/compliance
checks will arrive in 2013/14 (local direction of internal audit and funding rule changes
feeding through to audit requirements) and the common use of the ULN across all
educational settings will come in 2013/14 and 2014/15.

Teaching and learning

All the providers that participated in the qualitative interviews stated that teaching and
learning was a central part of their future strategies and plans. Most reported undertaking
activity to improve the quality of teaching and learning in their institution. In the survey
nearly all providers (90%) had made changes in the last year to improve their
teaching and learning.

The most common driver for these changes was to respond to an internally-identified need
for improvement (stated by 62% of providers). This highlights a fairly widespread and
systematic approach to internal quality improvement. This is in line with what might be
expected from a set of reforms that increase provider autonomy and create expectations
(for example, through the role of governors) for strengthened strategic planning.

The FE reform plan was not generally reported by providers as having a direct influence
on their approach to improving teaching and learning. Providers in the main associate the
reforms with moves to increase freedom and flexibility and to simplify the FE system rather
than with the quality improvement agenda. However, there was evidence that the reforms
have, or are, creating conditions that encourage providers to address their own teaching
and learning priorities. In particular, the introduction of 24+ Advanced Learning Loans and
the increase in sub-contracting has influenced providers to improve quality and learning to
help them compete with other providers.

Community learning

Nearly all community learning providers supported the overall objectives of the reforms
and had plans to increase the income they receive from learner fees. For many, the reform
programme did not signify a change in approach but rather a continuation of plans that had
been in place for over four years, driven by Skills Funding Agency/LSC funding
statements. As a result, many providers had relatively mature strategies in place.

Most providers sought to increase fees by introducing incremental increases in the cost of
classes. A few providers were innovative and introduced new subject lines and new
partner provision to expand their offer. Most did this by accessing new funding streams,
such as European Social Fund (ESF). Many of these providers were participating in the

12
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community learning trust pilots, potentially giving an important signal of the future benefits
from this delivery model. In particular, it appears to be changing the way in which
stakeholders are engaged in planning — leading to more ‘active’ relationships.

Competition

Providers believed that the reforms had a considerable effect on competition in the sector.
Nearly two-thirds (63%) of providers indicated that they felt the reforms had increased
competition in the sector and around a quarter (22%) believed it had increased competition
to a large extent. The perceived impact of the reforms on competition was greater among
providers that had a significant number of competitors.

The expectation that providers should, in future, receive a greater cost contribution from
learners and employers was also widely acknowledged as requiring providers to be more
‘commercially minded’. For some providers this will be a significant shift in approach - they
see themselves as public service providers rather than operating in an open market. It will
therefore take time for some providers to take advantage of new market opportunities.

From the case studies, there is a clear sense that providers understand their ‘unique
selling points’ and have a clear strategy for marketing themselves to employers and
learners. Some do this through promoting quality standards, such as success rates or
Ofsted inspection results. Others promote the facilities and resources that they provide to
learners or the sector expertise of their staff. The cost of training was also seen as an
important factor that influenced learner choice, particularly for co-financed provision, and
many providers monitored the fees charged by their competitors.

There are examples of competition keeping the cost of co-financed training low. There was
evidence in the case studies and qualitative interviews of providers stating that they
received less in fees from employers than they were expected to charge. This provides
benefits to employers but in the long-term there is a need for employers to actively
contribute — and the continued assumption that training should be free is a barrier to that.

Most providers, and particularly colleges, work closely together to develop a
complementary local offer. The level of collaboration that takes place in the sector
provides benefits in ensuring that there is a joined-up local offer which enables providers
to deliver training that meets the needs of their local community. However, there was a
lack of clarity among providers on what could be considered a reasonable level of
collaboration. Some believe that competition prevents collaboration and others are not
clear about where collaboration may not be appropriate, for example when discussing
pricing strategies. There is a risk that this may lead some providers to overstep the mark
when collaborating, particularly as they look to expand or maintain their market share at a
time of tightening FE budgets.

The impact on provision

The reform programme has had a significant impact on the type of provision offered
by providers. Over three-quarters of providers (76%) reported that the reforms had had
some effect on the type of provision which they offered. In around half of providers the
reforms have also led to an increase in flexible provision. The amount of part-time learning
had increased in 53% of providers, and in 52% the amount of short courses that providers
deliver has also increased. Almost half (49%) had increased the amount of courses they
deliver with flexible start dates.

13
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The most significant change has been that providers have increased the provision that
they offer to meet the economic® needs of their locality (stated by 66% of providers whose
provision had been influenced by the reforms). Around half of the providers that changed
their offer as a result of the reforms have increased the amount of flexible provision that
they offer.

The impact of the reforms on provision should be viewed in the context of the provider
funding base. This base remains highly dependent on public funding and has had to
manage substantial reductions in this funding during the implementation of these reforms.
To some extent, the flexibilities contained in the reform plan have enabled providers to
better manage this process. Where possible, providers have attempted to generate
efficiency savings that do not impact on the breadth and quality of the provision they offer.
It was only when they were not able to make the necessary savings through this approach
that they then considered making reductions to teaching staff and their curriculum offer.

There has been little change in the income generated from employers and learners. Just
over half (53%) of providers stated that the income they received from employers has
remained the same this academic year. Many providers noted that the recession was
having a negative impact on employer contributions. This not only meant that fewer
employers were undertaking training but also that employers were generally felt to be
more likely to negotiate lower prices. This picture is largely the same with learners, with
just over half (562%) of the survey respondents reporting no changes in the level of income
from learner fees in the last year.

Few providers had developed clear plans to increase employer and learner
investment in training. Many providers stated that this was due to uncertainty in the FE
landscape and, particularly, the lack of clarity in how the 24+ Advanced Learning Loans
will affect demand. A widely-voiced uncertainty was that “we don’t yet know what courses
people are willing to take a loan out for”. Once this becomes clear most providers believe
they will be better able to identify fee income areas of potential growth and develop a clear
growth strategy.

Conclusions and recommendations

In conclusion, there is strong sector support for the ambitions of the reforms and providers
have increasingly mobilised to engage with, and respond to, the reforms. The programme
is also beginning to have an impact on the sector. It is enabling providers to develop a
more flexible local offer and encouraging providers to develop a more responsive
relationship with local partners.

However, providers are still at a relatively early stage in responding to the reforms and
therefore there has not yet been a significant shift in the share of fees generated from
employers and learners. There also remain some pockets of scepticism about whether the
Government will follow through on the ambitions of the reforms and a lack of clarity on
Government expectations in some areas.

® Economic needs refers to work related training that helps individual enter employment or supports local
employers to overcome skills gaps and shortages
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The recommendations identified from the study are:

1. There is a need for more joint working between Government agencies to develop
policies that are in line with the objectives of the FE reform programme. This will
ensure continuity and consistency of message. Specifically, all Government agencies
should ensure that:

° Appropriate freedom is given on how funding is used;
° Funding rates and entitlements are consistent for both pre and post 19 provision;
o Evidence requirements for providers to access flexible funding (through initiatives

such as the Innovation Code) are streamlined;
o Similar audit systems are employed for young people and adult funding streams;

° The information and reporting requirements applied by all agencies are not
burdensome and do not undermine the benefits of simplification.

2. Provide greater clarity to providers and local stakeholders about the expectations
for local accountability. In particular, the role that providers should be playing to
communicate effectively with local stakeholders and for local stakeholders to be aware of
the expectations on them to support local provider planning.

3. Strengthen the roles of LEPs and other local groups to ensure diversity of
provision. LEPs can play an integral role in ensuring that Government investment in skills
meets the priorities of the local economy and enables the community to take advantage of
growth and job opportunities. There is an increasingly important role for LEPs in clearly
articulating priorities and in working closely with colleges and private providers to agree a
response.

4. The sector should use existing examples of joint working to develop and promote
good practice in partnership working, sub-contracting and collaborative working
models. There are numerous examples of good practice approaches employed by
providers to sub-contract in an open and transparent way, and work collaboratively with
other local providers. The sector should ensure that this good practice is shared in order to
promote effective collaboration and to ensure that high-quality partnership working
between providers is the norm.

5. Undertake further communication with providers about the requirements that
have been removed in relation to reporting, monitoring and audit. Many providers
continue to collect information on the understanding that it is required by Government
agencies. At this stage in the implementation of the Simplification Plan, providers would
benefit from greater clarity on the information that is and is not required.

6. BIS to monitor the impact of cross-subsidisation in the co-funded market on
longer-term employer engagement and skills investment. It is clear that many
providers have the opportunity to subsidise co-financed provision so that they can offer
training at a low cost to employers. This provides benefits to employers, but, in the long

15
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term, there is a need for employers to actively contribute — and the continued assumption
that training should be free is a barrier to that.
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1.1

1.2

1.3

Evaluation of the ‘New Challenges, New Chances’ Further Education and Skills reform plan

1. Background and introduction

Introduction

The report assesses the early impact of key aspects of the ‘New Challenges, New
Chances Further Education and Skills System Reform Plan: Building a World Class
System™ which was published on the 1 December 2011°. The evaluation was conducted
by ICF GHK and TNS BMRB. It draws on quantitative and qualitative fieldwork with FE
providers and stakeholders from November 2012 to May 2013.

The FE reform programme

The Skills Strategy: Skills for Sustainable Growth (BIS, 2010)° aimed to change the
balance between state and private sector investment in skills. Employers and learners that
directly benefit from skills investment are expected to make a greater contribution to the
cost of the training, with public investment focused on supporting those that face
disadvantage in the labour market entering and remaining in employment.

In order to support this culture shift, the government published its reform strategy for the
FE and skills system (‘New Challenges, New Chances’) to help the sector respond to
employer and learner demand. It removes various restrictions and controls, setting out a
new relationship between government and FE. The aim of the reforms is to develop a
more responsive skills system underpinned by sufficient freedoms and flexibilities to
enable providers to meet the needs of customers. The key principles of the reform
programmeare described below:

Key elements of the reform programme for the FE system’

e Students at the heart of the FE and skills system: we will empower learners from
basic skills through to higher level skills to shape the system using information to inform
their choices; government funding focused on supporting students where it can have
most impact, including the introduction of FE loans.

¢ First-class advice delivered by the National Careers Service: to be launched in
April 2012, this will provide information, advice and guidance both to inform and to
stimulate demand for further education, work-based training and higher education.
Lifelong Learning Accounts will provide learners with the information they need to make

*Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32313/11-1380-
further-education-skills-system-reform-plan.pdf

® Note that the Wolf Reforms on funding for 16-19 year olds and the curriculum offer were out of scope for
this evaluation.

® Skills for Sustainable Growth, BIS, 2010. Available at: http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/biscore/further-
education-skills/docs/s/10-1274-skills-for-sustainable-growth-strategy.pdf

" New Challenges New Chances Further Education and Skills Reform Plan: Building a World Class System,
p3
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Key elements of the reform programme for the FE system’

the most of their learning opportunities.

e A ladder of opportunity of comprehensive Vocational Education and Training
programmes: from community learning and basic skills through to high-quality
Apprenticeships to clear and flexible progression routes to Higher Vocational
Education. The system will fuel individual achievement, power the common good and
drive upward economic performance.

e Excellence in Teaching and Learning: we will take a number of actions to develop
and promote excellent teaching, including establishing an independent commission on
adult education and vocational pedagogy to develop a sector owned strategy and
delivery programme. We will also facilitate an independent review of professionalism in
the FE and skills workforce.

¢ Relevant and focused learning programmes and qualifications: we are taking
action to ensure that qualifications are high quality and easy to understand, by
improving awareness of the Qualifications and Credit Framework, consulting employers
on their engagement in qualification development and consulting on the role of National
Occupational Standards.

e Strategic Governance for a dynamic FE sector: our removal of restrictions and
controls on college corporations paves the way for new roles for governors working
closely with other educational providers in post-14 learning, and local stakeholders
such as Local Authorities and Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) to take the lead in
developing delivery models to meet the needs of their communities.

¢ Freedoms and Flexibilities: we are continuing our programme to free the FE system
from central control building upon the successes already achieved, including further
work by the Skills Funding Agency to remove bureaucratic burdens.

¢ Funding priorities through a simplified funding system: to create a simple
transparent funding system that is both robust in ensuring funding goes only to high
quality provision that delivers good value for money, while being innovative to respond
to local circumstances.

o Empowered students making informed choices: in the place of Government-based
quality assurance systems we will empower students by providing better access to
quality information. At the same time, we will take swift action in relation to failing
provision, providing intensive support and, if necessary, intervening to ensure that
alternative and innovative delivery approaches are secured for the future.

¢ Global FE: building on the growing international demand for technician and higher level
vocational skills, and the legacy of our achievement at World Skills 2011, we will
continue to support the sector to take advantage of opportunities in the global market.
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The reforms build on earlier and parallel sector developments. For example, the ability to
offer relevant and focused learning programmes is supported by the development of the
Qualifications and Curriculum Framework (QCF), which enables qualifications to be
delivered more flexibly. Empowering learners through improved information includes the
provision of common, consistent performance information about courses and providers via
the FE Choices website. Technology-led developments such as the introduction of the
Unique Learner Number (ULN) further support the ability of individuals to plan learning and
streamline the funding and administration of learning provision.The wider localism agenda,
including the introduction of Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs - responsible for local
economic development) provides a new paradigm for providers to engage with
stakeholders and align delivery with strategic local priorities. The recent Rigour and
Responsiveness in Skills® policy statement also makes a commitment to strengthen the
role of employers in setting apprenticeship standards, creating a new entry route to
employment (traineeships) and raising the quality of training provision and responsiveness
of skills providers.

There is further activity in the context of the skills strategy that directly impact on the
market for FE provision in England. For example, the Employer Ownership of Skills pilot
launched in 2011 provides direct investment to employers to develop and deliver provision.
In this case, many more employers are working closely with providers and, as such, it
provides a test of providers’ ability to respond to tangible employer demand and an
opportunity for providers to leverage additional resource via employers.

There are also developments in related policy areas that impact on the FE market for
provision:

o Welfare reform, including the introduction of the Work Programme and its notion of
skills conditionality provides new opportunities for providers to support employment
outcomes.

o There has been a long-term trend of increasing Higher Education (HE) provision in

FE settings. Changes to the HE market through, for example, the introduction of
tuition fees therefore impact on aspects of the potential provider offer (especially in
the context of an FE system reform programme intended to provide much greater
freedom to providers with regard to their operational and delivery models).
However, BIS has commissioned research in partnership with the Association of
Colleges (AoC) to develop an improved understanding of college-based HE to:

o Tease out the policy implications of the decline in part time recruitment to HE in
FE courses;

o lIdentify factors that could help colleges to achieve both their own ambitions and
to fulfil the BIS objective of raising the profile of HE; and

8Rigour and Responsiveness in Skills, BIS, April 2013. It is available at:
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/file/186830/13-960-rigour-and-

responsiveness-in-skills-amended.pdf
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o Specify what more BIS - and colleges themselves - could be doing to achieve
this and help fulfil Government’s ambitions to open up the HE market to
alternative providers.

In many cases providers deliver a range of these programmes and therefore have to
respond to a different policy drivers.

Aims and objectives of the survey

The aim of the study was to assess the impact of key aspects of the FE reform
programme, in order to identify:

The extent to which providers perceive that the reforms have led to a change in the
way they work with Government, government agencies and local stakeholders;

The influence of the reform programme on creating a behaviour change in the way
in which providers: conduct local leadership, increase enterprise and
responsiveness, provide outward accountability to communities, and capitalise on
new freedom and flexibilities; and

The impact of the reform programme on meeting the overall objectives to increase
employer and learner investment in skills and create a more responsive and high
quality FE sector.

This evaluation covers the following aspects of the FE reform programme:

The freedom and flexibilities provided to colleges and private providers, removing
top down central controls to enable the sector to be more responsive to learners,
employers and communities;

Funding policy changes, including the introduction of the simplified funding rates,
the simplified funding matrix and the introduction of minimum contract levels;

Outward accountability, including the expectation that employers and learners
contribute to the co-design of providers’ skills offer, and providers give clear
information and are accountable to their community;

The simplification of administration and reduction in burden that have arisen
from the actions of the single Cross-Government FE and Skills Simplification Plan
(hereafter the Simplification Plan)®. The study also examines effective ways in
which these savings can be measures in the future;

*The Public Accounts Committee (PAC) looked at the work being done to remove bureaucracy in the FE
sector. A single Further Education and Skills Simplification Plan has been created in response to PAC’s
recommendation which called on BIS to bring together the drive to reduce bureaucracy across the whole FE
sector. The Simplification plan is available at: http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/BISCore/further-education-
skills/docs/F/further-education-and-skills-simplification-plan.pdf
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Competition in FE, with the aim of supporting FE corporations by producing a
more detailed analysis of the issues they need to consider in relation to competition.
This element is also designed to provide an increased understanding of the extent
and nature of competition within the FE sector and how this varies geographically. It
also examines the impact of competition, including whether the theoretical benefits

are already being realised and how such benefits could be enhanced;

J Teaching and Learning, including the change in the role of Governors in
monitoring teaching and teaching; and

o Community learning, specifically the recommendations in the reform plan to
increase the income generated from those that can afford to pay and the targeting

of public funding to those that need it most.

not in scope for this evaluation, as these aspects of the reforms are being reviewed
separately.

Programme logic model

Figure 1 below sets out the theory of change underpinning the FE reform programme and
the range of outcomes and impacts that might be anticipated. The analytical framework is
included in Annex 1.

Figure 1: Evaluation logic model

Context: The skills landscape has been viewed as complex and driven historically, to a certain extent, by a target-
driven, top-down regime. This creates barriers for providers to respond to identified needs / demand quickly and
flexibly.
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Methodology

1.12 The evaluation drew on qualitative and quantitative research with FE providers',
including:

Qualitative telephone interviews with a sample of 72 FE providers;

A quantitative telephone survey of 481 FE providers (51% of the total number of
eligible FE providers);

Five competition case studies, where face-to-face and telephone interviews were
conducted with a range of local providers and stakeholders in a selection of
geographical areas; and

Six simplification and reducing burden case studies, where face-to-face and
telephone interviews were conducted with senior and operational staff responsible
for information management in a particular provider.

1.13 Further information on these research tasks are included below.

Qualitative interviews

1.14 Semi-structured telephone interviews were conducted with a selection of FE providers.
The interviews were largely undertaken between November 2012 and January 2013. The
purpose of the qualitative interviews was to explore FE provider responses to the reforms,
their perceptions of the impact so far, and how the reforms had influenced their business
planning and training offer. The findings from the qualitative interviews also informed the
design of the questionnaire for the quantitative survey. The interviews were conducted with
key decision makers in the provider, most commonly the Principal or Chief Executive.

1.15

1.16

The 72 providers that participated in the qualitative interviews included:

42 FE colleges;
20 private training providers;
2 employers that primarily deliver public funded training to their own staff; and

8 local authorities.

In total, 31 of the 72 providers interviewed delivered community learning.

'% FE providers include General Further Education Colleges (GFEs), Tertiary Colleges, Specialist colleges,
Sixth Form Colleges, private providers, local authorities and third sector providers that receive funding from
the Skills Funding Agency.
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Quantitative surveys

1.17 The survey represented an attempted census of all FE providers within the scope of this
study. Telephone interviews were conducted with 481 FE providers. The interviews were
carried out by TNS BMRB between January and March 2013 (a total of eight weeks).
Interviews lasted an average of 24 minutes and were carried out with a senior manager
who had overall responsibility for 19+ training provision within the organisation. In FE
colleges this was typically the Principal.

1.18 The survey was initially piloted with a 15 providers before it was fully launched. The
qguestionnaire consisted mainly of closed questions where respondents were asked to
select a response from a list of pre-coded responses. A smaller number of open-ended
questions were included, allowing respondents to provide verbatim responses.

1.19 A full breakdown of the interviewed sample as well at the population it represents is
provided in Table 1 below.

Table 1: Profile of final interviewed sample

In scope population Interviewed sample
(961) (481)

Organisation type (detailed) n % n %
All colleges and HE
General FE College including Tertiary College 216 22.5 125 25.8
Sixth Form College 59 6.1 20 4.2
Special College 9 0.9 4 0.8
Special College - Agriculture and horticulture 14 1.5 9 1.9
Special College - Art, design and performing arts 3 0.3 1 0.2
Specialist Designated College 10 1.0 5 1.0
Higher Education Organisation 12 1.2 7 1.2
Other private providers
Private Limited Company"’ 450 46.8 217 455
Public Limited Company 25 2.6 6 0.0
Sole Trader 6 0.6 2 0.4
Limited Liability Partnership 2 0.2 0 0.0
Company Incorporated by Royal Charter (England/Wales) 1 0.1 1 0.2
Private Unlimited Company 1 0.1 0 1.2
Public Corporations and Trading Funds 1 0.1 0 0.0
All other
Local Authority 132 13.6 76 16.0
Other Local Authority 2 0.2 1 0.4
Charitable 6 0.6 1 0.2
Community Interest Company 2 0.2 0 0.0
NHS-English Non Foundation Trust 5 0.5 1 0.2
Industrial/Provident (England/Wales) 3 0.3 3 0.4

"This includes: 148 Private Limited Companies; 69 companies limited by guarantee.
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In scope population Interviewed sample
(961) (481)
Organisation type (detailed) n % n %
Central Government Department 1 0.1 0 0.0
Other Public Organisation 1 0.1 1 0.2
Total 961 100.0 481 100.0

1.20 Due to the relatively small number of providers within each of these categories, the survey

1.21

1.22

1.23

1.24

analysis in this report focuses on differences in response between three broad types of
organisation:

o All colleges (GFEs, tertiary colleges and specialist colleges);

o All other private providers (private and public limited companies that offer public
funded 19+ provision); and

o Specialist community learning providers, such as local authorities and charitable /
third sector organisations.

The survey responses enabled the findings to be analysed by type and size of provider.
For the purpose of this research, large providers were categorised as having over 5,000
enrolments, medium-sized providers were classified as having between 500 and 5,000
enrolments and small providers were defined as having had less than 500 enrolments.

Competition case studies

There are certain assumptions underpinning the FE reform programme about the nature of
competition between FE providers. There is little existing literature on how competition
operates in FE which could be used to inform an understanding on how the greater
autonomy provided to the sector might translate into business decisions, the ‘offer’ to
customers in a given location and on provision as a whole. The purpose of the case
studies was to explore how competition was influencing provider behaviour and to identify
any potential competition issues relating to the sector — and how these are changing or
might change in future in the context of the FE reform agenda.

Interviews were conducted with FE providers and local stakeholders in five case study
areas to explore:

o The level of competition in the sector and providers’ key competitors;

o The extent to which competition influenced providers business planning and
informed decisions on price, delivery and maintaining quality; and

o The potential impact of the reforms of competition.

Case studies were selected to reflect the range of geographical areas in which FE
providers operate. They included:

o A sub-city area (East London);
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A city area (Nottingham);
A sub-regional urban area with a number of population hubs (South Hampshire);
A sub-regional rural area with a central population hub (Carlisle); and

A sub-regional rural area with a number of population hubs (Somerset).

1.25 In each case study, face-to-face and telephone interviews were conducted with 5-6 FE
providers (including GFE colleges and private training providers) and 1-3 local
stakeholders (LEPSs, local authorities and employer groups such as local Chambers of
Commerce). For each provider Individualised Learner Record (ILR) data was analysed to
show the recruitment patterns for particular institutions.

1.26 Across the five case studies interviews were conducted with 15 GFE colleges, 7 private
providers, 4 third sector organisations, 5 local authorities, 4 LEPs and 3 employer groups.
The findings from the case studies were peer-reviewed by an expert in competition law
from Cleary, Gottleib Steen & Hamilton LLP.

1.27 Existing literature on competition in FE was also reviewed and the findings are included in
Annex 4.

Simplification and reducing burden case studies

1.28 This element of the study was to:

Define the administrative costs which may be changed during the programme as
part of the Simplification Plan led by the Department for Business, Innovation and
Skills (BIS);

Identify a practical way to measure these (baseline and changes) and trial this in six
case study providers;

Indicate how reductions in administrative costs affected by the Simplification Plan
can be monitored to identify the cost benefits achieved (so far and in the future),
including through the proposed survey; and

Draw out the extent to which the Simplification Plan is making progress towards its
aims to reduce administration costs for FE providers.

1.29 The bureaucracy study has examined accepted methods of how administrative costs and
burdens can be assessed and how they can measure the administrative effects of the
Simplification Plan. It has drawn on the separate measurement exercises that have taken
place by the National Audit Office (NAO)'? and the Skills Funding Agency and other

12Reducing Bureaucracy in Further Education in England, National Audit Office, 2008. The report is available
at: http://www.nao.org.uk/report/reducing-bureaucracy-in-further-education-in-england/
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information about the Whole Provider View (WPV)"® provided by the Agency and
discussions with the Information Authority'*. From this, the study developed a method to
measure the impacts on providers of some of the elements in the Simplification Plan™°.
These elements were characterised as actions that should have an early and significant
impact on providers (items 4, 5, 7, 8, 10 and 14 in the Simplification Plan)'®. This is set out
in detail in Annex 2.

Case studies were conducted with six FE providers. The case study selection reflected the
range of sizes and type of organisations that deliver FE provision. They included:

o Two large FE providers (with income over £25m);

J One small/medium sized FE provider (with income below £25m);

o One large private provider (with over 5,000 enrolments);

. One small/medium private provider (with fewer than 5,000 enrolments); and
. One local authority.

The findings from the case studies on the impact of the simplification plan on simplification
and reducing burden is discussed in Chapter 5, and the review of a method for assessing
changes in administration costs is included in Annex 3.

Report structure
This report is structured around the different themes of the reform programme:

o Chapter 2 presents the changes that have taken place in providers as a result of
new freedom and flexibilities;

o Chapter 3 describes provider responses to the funding policy changes rolled out
in the sector;

o Chapter 4 presents the impact of the reform programme on increasing outward
accountability, and also describes the current partnerships that exist in the sector
and how providers were working with other stakeholders;

3The Whole Provider View programme has sought to explore and determine bureaucratic burdens on
providers. In the first phase the programme has focussed on four colleges: Barking and Dagenham College,
Easton College, Dudley College and Trafford College

" Reducing the provider data burden, the information authority, 2008. The report is available at:
http://www.theia.org.uk/reducingdataburden/

'™ The Department for Education, Education Funding Agency, Skills Funding Agency, National
Apprenticeship Service and Information Authority are jointly responsible for some of the actions listed in the
Simplification Plan.

'® A list of the aspects of the Simplification Plan that were in scope for the study is included in Annex 2.
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Chapter 5 presents the impact of reforms, and specifically the FE simplification
plan, on simplification and reducing burden in providers;

Chapter 6 describes the recent changes that have taken place to teaching and
learning in providers, and the extent to which the reform programme is increasing
provider focus on the quality of teaching and learning;

Chapter 7 presents the fee income strategies and key target groups for community
learning providers;

Chapter 8 describes how competition operates in the FE sector and the potential
impact of the reform programme on competition;

Chapter 9 describes how the FE reform programme has impacted on FE
provision; and

Chapter 10 presents the conclusions and recommendations from the study.
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2. Freedom and flexibilities

One of the key objectives of the ‘New Challenges, New Chances’ reform plan is to free the
FE system from central control”’”. Providers were to be given greater freedom and
flexibility to plan and deliver provision that meets the needs of their local communities. The
FE reform programme introduced the following changes to the sector:

o The removal of a range of controls and restrictions on college corporations through
the Education Act 2011. Corporations are no longer required to seek permission to
change their articles of association and legislative requirements are now reduced to
a minimum. This means that college Governors can now play a greater role in
steering the future direction of the college and also have the power to dissolve the
institution if they wish.

o The removal of central targets set by Government departments and funding
agencies (such as targets on full level 2 and full level 3 enrolments) and other
administrative changes such as the reduction in the number of data and information
requests, the reduction in the number of data collection points and the streamlining
of regulation and auditing.

o A streamlining of the education landscape by reducing the number of Government
agencies operating in the sector. Since 2010, the Qualification and Curriculum
Development Agency (QCDA), the British Educational Communications and
Technology Agency (BECTA), and the nine Regional Development Agencies in
England have been abolished and other organisations have been merged, scaled
back or become sector-led.

This section sets out how providers have perceived the policy objectives of the reforms
and their response to the changes that have taken place including how it has, or may in
future, effect business planning and governance.

FE sector support for increased freedom and flexibility

The reforms intend to provide much greater opportunity for providers to take control over
their own businesses. One factor influencing whether providers take advantage of new
freedoms and flexibilities is the level of support for what the reforms are intending to
achieve and the credibility of the reform programme in the eyes of providers.

The study identified strong support in the sector for the overall aims and objectives
of the reforms. As one large FE college stated, the “mixture of autonomy and
simplification of the FE system can make it easier to respond to local communities”. This
view was fairly consistent across all types of FE providers. The increased freedom and

" New Challenges, New Chances, BIS, 2011
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flexibilities were believed to be primarily due to the reduction of central controls and
greater flexibility in the way that funding can be used.

There was also significant support for the push to increase employer and learner
investment in the cost of training. As one large FE college stated “we have a world class
education system in the UK, and it is right that there is greater investment from individuals
and employers, as there is in other countries”.

Some providers did however believe that there was a tension between increasing
employer investment and also maintaining demand for national transferable qualifications,
such as apprenticeships. As one medium-sized private provider stated “if employers are to
pay, then they will want more bespoke qualifications, and fewer will want to take national
qualifications”. This was seen as a future challenge for the sector as it tries to increase the
take up of provision such as apprenticeships. Some of these barriers may however be
resolved as the as the Government implements reforms to encourage greater innovation
and tailoring of apprenticeships to employer needs, following the recommendations set out
in the Richard Review of Apprenticeships (2012)"®.

Around half of providers that took part in the qualitative interviews also stated that
their support for the reforms has increased in the last year. This was largely a
consequence of beginning to see the reforms influence their reporting requirements and
the way their performance was monitored by public agencies. For some, there was greater
confidence that the proposals would translate into tangible changes. As one large FE
college provider noted “we now know they [the reforms] signify more than just good
intentions”.

There were however, a small proportion of providers that were not yet convinced the
reforms will have a sustained impact on the sector. These providers were concerned that
the underlying principles of the reforms (providing greater freedom and flexibilities and
reducing bureaucracy) were not always being adhered to by other sector stakeholders
such as Ofsted and EFA. Providers reported that some organisations still require activities
that were no longer requested by BIS. Some also noted that funding policy placed
restrictions on the extent to which providers can offer more flexible provision to employers
by offering QCF units which they believe went against the aims of the reforms.

Many providers were able to identify individual examples of perceived inconsistency
between the intent of the reforms and the practices of public authorities and agencies.
What varied was the extent to which these were seen as being an inevitable part of the
transition to a new working arrangement with government. Most providers were quite
sanguine about this, accepted that the implementation of the reforms was on-going and
did not see specific examples of inflexibility as undermining the credibility of the reforms
overall. Further, it was expected that many of these concerns are likely to be alleviated as
the reform programme becomes more established in the sector.

'® Richard Review of Apprenticeships, Richard, 2012. Available at:
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/file/34708/richard-review-full.pdf.
The Government response for consultation is available at:
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/future-of-apprenticeships-in-england-richard-review-next-steps
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The impact of the reforms on FE business strategy and planning

Level of impact to date on provider business strategies and planning

The reforms are beginning to influence business plans and strategy for a wide
range of providers. Figure 2 shows that more than four out of five providers (83%) felt
that the reform programme had affected their organisation’s business strategy and
planning to some extent. The effect had been felt in all types of provider but was more
common among larger providers (91% of large providers reported an influence compared
to 68% of small providers).

This response reflects that providers now have a clearer understanding of the potential
impact of the reforms on the sector and greater belief that the reforms signify a significant
shift in policy. As a result, most providers recognised the need to position themselves to
take advantage of the reforms, so that they could grow their service offer. This
demonstrates a major shift from the position in 2011 when the assessment of sector
preparedness for the FE reforms'® found that the majority of providers were “waiting to
see” how the reforms were implemented before developing a strategic response.

A few providers believed the reforms had reinforced their plans rather than leading to a
significant change in approach. These organisations already considered themselves to be
‘commercially-minded’ and had plans in place to increase income generation activities. As
one medium-sized college stated, recent policy led to “a continuation of a journey that
began before reforms”. For other providers, the changes have been more profound,
leading providers to explore new opportunities to work with new types of learners (such as
young people studying at Key Stage 4), develop new delivery models and consider new
methods for working with partners.

Y BIS Briefing Paper 60: Research to assess preparation for and changes arising from the new FE reforms
and skills policies, CFE, 2011. A summary report is available at:
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32357/11-1420-research-new-
fe-reforms-and-skills-policies-summary.pdf
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Figure 2: Impact of reforms on business strategy and planning
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Nature of impact on provider business plans and strategies

2.13 The most widespread impact of the reforms has been on how providers identify new
business opportunities and plan provision (73% of all surveyed organisations cited this).
Many of the providers participating in the qualitative interviews also stated that a reduction
in top down controls meant they had more flexibility in how they plan and deliver their
provision during the academic year. Specifically, providers believed that they had greater
opportunity to deviate from the plan of activity that they had agreed with the Skills Funding
Agency at the start of the year. This meant that their plans have become more dynamic
and changed regularly during the year. For some providers this constitutes a major shift.
One large FE college stated: “we can now go to employers and say, ‘tell us what you
want,’ and we can provide it”.

2.14 The reform programme has also had a significant influence on providers’ strategic
approach to delivering core services. As shown in Table 2, nearly two-thirds of providers
(64%) stated they had undertaken new approaches to partnership working, 62% reported
that they had developed new strategies for teaching and learning and just over half (56%)
had also changed their business models. Against a backdrop of reduced FE funding rates
and greater purchasing power for students (such as the 24+ Advanced Learning Loans
and FE Choices) there appears to be a growing realisation among providers that they
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need to identify new methods for recruiting learners, and partnerships and new delivery
models were seen as an effective way of doing this.

Table 2: Impact from reforms on business strategy and planning

Percentage of all surveyed
organisations

Changes in your organisation's approach to planning provision 73
New approaches to partnership working 64
New strategies in place for teaching and learning 62
Changes to your organisation structure and/or business model 56
New sub-contracting arrangements 47
Greater accountability to the local community 42
Changes to governing and management structures 38
Use of shared services 30
Changes to the overall mission of your organisation 24
Some other way 5

Don'’t know 1

Base: All respondentsZO 481

2.15 In some aspects of strategy and planning, large and medium providers were more likely
than smaller providers to report that the reforms had led to a change in approach. The
most significant differences (as shown in Table 3) were in:

° Approaches to partnership working;

o New sub-contracting arrangements;

J The use of shared services;

o Greater accountability to the local community; and

o Changes their organisation structure and/or business model.

2.16 This may be because large and medium providers often offer a wider range of courses and
therefore have greater opportunities to expand their offer and generate efficiencies. Many
of the large and medium providers that participated in the qualitative interviews stated that
they planned to expand their offer in some sectors by increasing sub-contracting and
partnership working and adapting their business model. By contrast, the smaller providers
that were interviewed were less likely to state that they had plans to deliver training in new
areas as they were not able to make an upfront investment to purchase new equipment
and take on new staff. Large and medium providers were also more likely to report that
they could make efficiency savings through shared services.

2 This question was only asked of respondents who said that the reforms had affected their business
strategy and planning ‘a lot’ or ‘a little’.
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Table 3: Impact from reforms on business strategy and planning by provider size

Number of enrolled learners

Small Medium-sized Large

providers providers providers
Changes in your organisation's approach to 86% 88% 88%
planning provision
New approaches to partnership working 66% 76% 84%
New strategies in place for teaching and learning 77% 74% 73%
Changes to your organisation structure and/or o o o
business model 59% 64% 75%
New sub-contracting arrangements 42% 54% 68%
Greater accountability to the local community, for
example through collaborative or partnership 33% 46% 66%
strategies
Changes to governing and management 37% 44% 529
structures
Use of shared services 24% 36% 42%
Changes .to the overall mission of your 329, 26% 30%
organisation
Some other way (please specify) 13% 17% 18%
Base: Those who said that the reforms had
affected their business strategy and planning ‘a lot’ 91 164 145

or ‘a little’

The impact of the reform programme on organisational structures

Changing governance structures (in colleges)

The reforms have started to impact on college governance structures. Half of colleges had
reviewed their governance structure as a consequence of the reforms, and around a third
(31%) stated that they had made or planned to make changes (as shown in Figure 3).
These changes were primarily a consequence of the reform programme, although a small
number of colleges indicated that they had made changes as part of their on-going work to
improve management and governance.

A few of the providers that participated in the qualitative interviews reported making or
planning to make changes to their governance structure. The most common changes were
streamlining membership to ensure more active governor involvement. A few providers
had also changed the composition of the group to include an increased number of local
employers.

There was evidence that many providers were still coming to terms with the implications of
the reform programme on the role of Governors. Most providers also think that their
current governance structures were largely effective and therefore did not see an
immediate need for change. The qualitative interviews highlighted that governance
arrangements are an on-going consideration for colleges and perhaps more so than in the
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past. Even where colleges have reviewed existing governance arrangements and have
confidence in those arrangements, there is an acknowledgement that FE organisations are
evolving and that there was a need to regularly review fitness for purpose.

2.20 There is also a sense that the reforms had increased awareness of the need to maintain

2.21

high standards in governance. A few of the colleges that participated in the qualitative
survey stated that they had adopted the Foundation Code for College Governance?', and
a few also stated that they had utilised other tools, such as the Policy Governance Model
developed by John Carver??. This supports the sense that governance is an increasingly
central consideration for colleges.

Figure 3: Changes to college governance structures as a result of the reforms

And, have you made, or do you plan to make
changestoyour govemance structure as a result
ofthe reforms?

Have youreviewadthe governance structure of
yourorganisation as a result of the reforms?

Don't Don't
know, 2% know, 5%

o,
No. 49% Yes, 50%

Mo, 64%

Base: All colleges (169)

New delivery models

The flexibilities introduced in ‘New Challenges, New Chances’ gave providers greater
opportunity to set up new business and delivery models. Some examples of the business
and organisational models that providers were expected to consider include:

o The setting up of new companies or trusts, such as Group Training Associations or
Apprenticeship Training Associations;

o Working with employers to set up University Technical Colleges sponsored by the
Department for Education;

o Sponsoring or working with academies and free schools; and

! The Foundation code of Governors was developed by the Association of Colleges (AoC) to share effective
practice for good governance. The Foundation code is available at:

http://www.aoc.co.uk/en/college governors/english-college-code-of-governance/

*? Further information available at: http://www.carvergovernance.com/model.htm
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o Developing mutualisation models where employees take over the services they
provide.

2.22 The research found that many providers were planning to implement new delivery
models as a result of the reforms. Nearly two-thirds (65%) of providers stated that they
had reviewed their business structures and 61% reported that they had made or planned
to make changes as a result.

2.23 The reforms appear to be having a similar level of impact on business structures for all
types of provider. Around two thirds of respondents in colleges (65%), private providers
(66%) and ‘other’ providers (65%) alike indicated that they had reviewed their business
structure as a result of the reforms. Structural changes involving formal working with other
providers were more common among colleges than among private providers.

2.24 Impacts on business structure were strongest for larger training providers. Around three
quarters of medium and large providers said they had reviewed their business structure as
a result of the reforms; with around two thirds indicating that they had actually made or
were planning to make changes as a result. This compared with around half (48%) of
small providers that had reviewed their business structure and 46% that had made or
planned to make changes.

Figure 4: Perceived impact of reforms on business structures

65%

1%

Haveyouraviewedthe haveyoumade, ordo you Dothese structural
businessstructure of your planto make changesto  changesinvolee formal
organisationas a result of yourbusiness structure as working with other

the reforms? a result of the referms? providers?

e Base
Small providers 48% 46% 21% (134)
Medium-sized providers 72% 65% 27% (187)
Large providers 73% 69% 39% (160)
Type of organisation:

Colleges 65% 59% 40% (169)
Other private providers 66% 61% 19% (216)
All others 65% 68% 33% (96)

Base: All respondents (481)

2.25 Around half (47%) of the providers that had made, or planned to make, changes to their
business structure stated that they were developing more formal working with other
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providers. In the qualitative interviews there were examples of providers planning to
sponsor academies or University Technical Colleges (UTCs).

In the qualitative interviews there were a few examples of providers setting up new
enterprises and consortia to develop their commercial offer and take on high-risk
ventures. For example, some providers have taken over small private providers that
specialise in a particular sector area. These providers felt that small private providers are
perceived by employers to be more specialist and flexible than a college.

For ambitious providers, the ability to acquire other providers or set up new companies
was one of the most important practical advances of the reforms. Providers believed that
the reforms enabled these changes to be made more swiftly as they no longer had to gain
agreement from the Skills Funding Agency. The changes had further empowered
Governors, which supports the reform objective of facilitating more effective governance.
This response was not yet widespread across the sector but it may be that the providers
that have already made changes were ‘early adopters’ and could therefore provide an
important signal for the future developme