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In the continuing chaos around the adult education budget (AEB), it appears that a £63 million under-spend 
(incredible in itself, considering how over-subscribed the AEB tender was) has been reallocated not to 
effective adult learning providers, but to cover the cost of emergency handouts to struggling colleges. 
According to Apprenticeships Minister Robert Halfon, college bailouts amounted to £140 million last year.  
 
In a story broken by FE Week, the government repeatedly refused to confirm either the size of the under-
spend or what was being done with the money. The newspaper is still awaiting information from a Freedom 
of Information request submitted last month asking for more details, but the DfE is claiming an exemption 
on the basis that it intends to publish the information in the future.  
 
In other adult education news, the government has had to stump up an additional £16 million to appease 96 
training providers who threatened legal action over last year’s controversial tender which saw many 
providers lose huge sums due to the sheer volume of applicants.  The legal action resulted in then Education 
and Skills Funding Agency chief executive, Peter Lauener finding extra cash to bring most AEB contract values 
for 2017/18 up to 75% of previous allocations. It is also believed the U-turn was partly prompted by the 
fallout of the Learndirect funding and grading scandal.  
 
The proposed legal action alleged the ESFA was negligent or complicit in corrupt practice under the Public 
Procurement Act 2015, which states that a procurement process must not be interfered with once 
underway.  The providers argued that had they known the ESFA would change its rules and reduce 
allocations by just 25% for those that did not participate in the funding round, they would have ignored it in 
order to secure sufficient funding to survive. 
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With the devolution of the Adult Education Budget (AEB) growing ever closer, the seven Mayoral areas 
affected have met with the DfE to voice concerns over the process. The combined authorities are worried 
about “inadequate” influence and a lack of funding during the transition year, as well as “challenging” 
timescales for the devolution of responsibility. The Mayors are also concerned that the amount of money on 
offer does not reflect the needs of the communities affected.  The transition year has already been delayed 
by one year, and is now planned for 2018/19. 
 
A recent report for Tees Valley combined authority revealed that the authorities were given two choices for 
the transition year: an “influencing” option or a strict “delegated” option. “Influencing” authorities would try 
to guide how the ESFA spends its budget in their regions during the transition year, although the Tees Valley 
report described the level of influence as “inadequate” and of “limited benefit”. Under the delegated option, 
authorities would act as an agent within a “rigid set of parameters” to commission skills provision, fund 
providers and manage delivery. This would require “stringent practical readiness conditions”, and authorities 
are concerned that it is a high risk option without a clear legal basis. 
 
The DfE has now confirmed that all authorities have decided to take the ‘influencing’ option for the 
transitional year, adding that the devolution was “progressing well” and details about the transition period 
would be revealed “in due course.” However, even this seems optimistic, as authorities complain that they 
have no delegated power, and no information on the amount of funding involved yet. 
 
The authorities affected are London, Sheffield City, Greater Manchester, West Midlands, Cambridgeshire 
and Peterborough, Tees Valley, West of England, and Liverpool City. 
 
 Read this! Government information so far is at https://tinyurl.com/y99efr76   
 

 
 
Theresa May has announced a year-long review of post-18 education funding in response to concerns that 
the current system is too expensive, uncompetitive, and unequal between academic and vocational routes.  
The remit covers value for money, choice and competition, meeting skill needs, and ensuring access.  
 
The review will cover all post-18 provision with the intention of breaking down the ‘false boundaries’ and 
‘outdated attitudes’ that favour academic over technical qualifications. However, its ability to influence 
funding is under question as the government has confirmed that any findings ‘must be consistent with the 
fiscal policies’ of reducing the deficit and ensuring that students contribute to the economic benefit that 
learning brings them. Pre-2012 student loans are outside the remit of the review.   
 
The main issues will be: 
 

1. Choice and competition across a joined-up post-18 education and training sector: including making 
effective choices after 18, encouraging flexible learning (for both young people and adults) at all 
levels, supporting a financially sustainable but more dynamic market in provision, and ensuring 
world-class technical education  

2. A system that is accessible to all: including ensuring equality of progression and success for people 
from disadvantaged backgrounds, and considering maintenance support for disadvantaged students  

3. Delivering the skills our country needs: including supporting education outcomes to deliver the 
Industrial Strategy, especially in technical skills, science and R&D 

https://tinyurl.com/y99efr76
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4. Value for money for graduates and taxpayers: including looking at costs and benefits for students 
and graduates, and looking at value for money, transparency in funding, and reducing cost where 
these are a barrier to choice  

 
The overall review will be led by the DfE and report to the Secretary of State for Education, Chancellor of the 
Exchequer and Prime Minister. An independent panel comprising of experts from across post-18 education 
and the business world, led by Philip Augar, will provide input in to the review. The panel will also consult 
with current students, and will produce a final report in early 2019 
 
David Hughes, Chief Executive of the AoC, welcomed the review “because it will consider all the learning 
opportunities needed for a fair society, a strong economy and for lifelong learning to become a reality”.  He 
hopes for better and fairer investment “in the 50% of people who leave education at 18 and who want to 
study to higher levels later.”  
 
Dr Fiona Aldridge, Assistant Director at Learning and Work Institute, also pointed to evidence that investing 
in skills and education boosts prosperity, promotes inclusion and creates opportunity, and highlighted the 
funding reductions and collapse in adult participation in learning. She said the success of the review would 
be judged on “whether it leads to the creation of a coherent, flexible and high-quality offer for those aged 18 
and over, to develop their skills and improve their prospects thǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǾŜǎΦέ 
 
Theresa May admitted that HE tuition fees remained a problem: “The competitive market between 
universities which the system of variable tuition fees envisaged has simply not emerged. All but a handful of 
universities charge the maximum possible fees for undergraduate courses. Three-year courses remain the 
norm. And the level of fees charged do not relate to the cost or quality of the course. We now have one of the 
most expensive systems of university tuition in the world.” 
 
Former Labour skills minister David Lammy MP welcomed the government’s commitment to ‘parity of 
esteem’ between HE and technical education, but criticised deep cuts to FE budgets and their lack of 
stability, making it impossible for the sector to plan. He said, “For far too many in the Westminster bubble, 
ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άǎƻŎƛŀƭ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅέ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴŘ 
their own ideas of success in life. Overwhelmingly, this model of success is a university degree and a white 
cƻƭƭŀǊ Ƨƻō ƛƴ ŀƴ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΦ bƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǘǊƻƴƛǎƛƴƎΣ ƛǘΩǎ Ǉƭŀƛƴ ǿǊƻƴƎ”.  
 
Read this!  The full speech is at https://tinyurl.com/y9mmalw3 

 

 
 
New General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR) will come into effect on 25th May this year that will affect 
all learning providers. It means tighter controls on how organisations collect, process, store and share 
personal data on staff and students. 
 
The main points are: 

¶ Accountability : Organisations should conduct an information lifecycle audit to identify and 
document how personal data is collected, accessed, shared, analysed, and retained  

¶ Privacy by default and design: Organisations will be obliged to implement data protection and 
security “by design and default” – to build in data protection from the outset  

¶ Higher standard for valid consent: Where organisations rely on consent for processing, the GDPR 
will prohibits silence, inaction or pre-ticked boxes as being means to obtain consent.   

https://tinyurl.com/y9mmalw3
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¶ Increased data subject rights: Individuals will be able to request information, which must be 
provided free of charge within one month (3 months for complex data). This includes the right to 
know what personal data is being collected, for what purpose, for how long and to whom and to 
where it is being transferred. They will also have the right to data portability and the right to be 
forgotten. 

¶ Reputational damage and fines: Security breaches will attract higher fines up to a maximum of €20 
million, or 4% of annual turnover, whichever is greater. 

 

Find out more! Jisc has free advice at https://tinyurl.com/yat9veqx  plus blog posts at 
https://tinyurl.com/y6u32usk  and video clips at https://tinyurl.com/ycvcm64x 
 

 
 
Some FE loans won’t seem so attractive in future as HMRC has announced it will start enforcing a 20% VAT 
charge on them. Although the loans were always supposed to have VAT charged on them, inconsistent and 
incorrect advice from the tax office has meant that little has been collected so far. 
 
But now HMRC has realised that they are missing out, and it has published ‘clarification guidance’ 
emphasising that all private independent providers (ITPs) must pay the tax. The ‘clarification’ though throws 
up even more chaos, as it is only private independent providers that will be affected - colleges and not-for-
profits will not pay the tax. Many ITPs now have concerns about the new disparities the policy will create, as 
colleges and voluntary sector providers will now be able to charge less for the same course than ITPs, or 
retain more of the money they receive.  The VAT charges will not be backdated. 
 
Mark Dawe, chief executive of the AELP said: “All that matters is that independent providers will now have 
20% fewer learners on their programmes than colleges for the same amount of funding simply because they 
are a different type of provider.” 
 
This latest upset comes hard on the heels of news of a 58% under-spend (almost £1 billion since 2013) in FE 
loans.  Advanced learner loans were introduced in 2013/14 for students studying courses at levels three or 
four and aged 24 and older.  

 
Read this! Government clarification advice is at https://tinyurl.com/y89dk5xw   
 
 

 
 

Levy funds transfer policy 
 
From April, employers paying the apprenticeship levy will be able to transfer 10% of their funds to other 
organisations.  There will be no restrictions on these transfers, except that the receiving organisation has to 
be registered on the apprenticeship service, and transfers can only be used to pay for training and 
assessment for apprenticeship standards. 
 
This means that levy-paying employers can share their funds with an employer in their supply chain, or deal 
with training providers or ‘regional partners’.  The move has been welcomed, as there have been concerns 
that some employers will not be able to use all their funding on their own trainees.  
 

https://tinyurl.com/yat9veqx
https://tinyurl.com/y6u32usk
https://tinyurl.com/ycvcm64x
https://tinyurl.com/y89dk5xw
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Smaller firms will also now have to contribute to training costs for the first time, paying for 10% of the cost 
of the Apprenticeship. Government will pay the remaining 90% of costs from leftover levy revenue. 
 
Read this! The Government transfer guidance is at https://tinyurl.com/ybvdphk2  

 

Qualifications controversy in new Standards 
 
Richard Guy, the IfA’s deputy director for quality has announced a big change in policy which should allow 
mandatory technical qualifications to be included in new apprenticeships “where a qualification doesn’t do 
damage to end-point assessment, and doesn’t duplicate it”. Employer groups can submit proposals for 
approval for both existing and new standards from April, although only qualifications that test knowledge 
are permitted (i.e. not vocational qualifications which test on-the-job competence such as health and safety. 
The IfA has explained that it does not want vocational qualifications included, as they are expensive to 
deliver and duplicate end-point assessments. 
 
The move has been welcomed by employers and qualification awarding bodies.  Rod Bristow, president of 
Pearson UK (which sells BTECs) said that including qualifications in apprenticeships was “an important way to 
recognise the achievements of the learner”. Previously, apprenticeships could only include a mandatory 
qualification where it was a regulatory requirement required by a professional body.  It is hoped that the 
new guidance will widen the appeal of apprenticeships and provide structure for the off-the-job training. 
 

Possible change of levy funding use 
 
In a recent response to the Taylor Report, the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy has 
suggested that future apprenticeship levy funds might be spent on training other than apprenticeships. The 
DfE, however, has refused to confirm or deny this, saying it is currently committed to keeping the levy 
directed at apprenticeships, and will continue to work with employers to ensure “the levy works effectively 
and flexibly for industry, and supports productivity across the country.” 
 
Last year’s Taylor Report into modern working practices called for levy funds to be made available for “high-
quality, off-the-job training other than apprenticeships” once the government had met its target of three 
million apprenticeships. 
 

Read this! The Taylor Report on working practices can be read at https://tinyurl.com/y7bax3t3   
 

Register of end-point assessment organisations 
 
The government has produced information for organisations thinking about applying to the register of end-
point assessment organisations. 
 

Read this! The guidance is available at https://tinyurl.com/y93x4kcn   
 

 
 

London report on impact of Brexit 
 
London report Losing It Over Brexit looks at the impact of Brexit on London communities. It was produced 
for Jean Lambert MEP last year, and covers all types of EU support to London (structural and investment), 
including transnational funding and Horizon 2020. 
  

https://tinyurl.com/ybvdphk2
https://tinyurl.com/y7bax3t3
https://tinyurl.com/y93x4kcn
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It details dramatic levels of support (over £500 million pa), and shows how no real impact assessment has 
been undertaken by any of the authorities involved with distributing  or organising EU funds to date.  The 
report also found worrying evidence of the reluctance of some agencies to discuss their work and support 
from EU funds. The report calls on the Mayor to undertake an integrated impact assessment of the 
contribution of all EU Funds to London communities, in the context of the strategic planning for London to 
ensure the impact of the withdrawal of EU support is fully understood. 
 
Read this! The report can be found at https://tinyurl.com/yb2mv2vk 

 

Brexit distracting people from ‘skills emergency’ according to CBI 
 
CBI director-general Caroline Fairbairn has said that the UK is facing a ‘skills emergency’ which is not 
receiving the attention it should due to Brexit.  She pointed out that weaknesses in supporting young people 
into work had existed for years, but the changing nature of jobs had made the situation ‘critical’ She called 
for improvements to technical education, careers guidance and work experience to be made a priority. 
 
Ms Fairbairn worries that Brexit is adding to uncertainty, resulting in some companies halting or postponing 
investment plans, and the UK economy slowing down (GDP growth dropped to 1.5% in 2017 compared with 
2.3% in 2016).  She called on the government to recognise that “fundamental building blocks of our economy 
ς skills, innovation, infrastructure ς are firmly within our control. And the transformational challenges of our 
age, such as AI, digital and low carbon, amplify the need for urgent action”. 
 
 

 
 
Ofqual has added its voice to other organisations concerned about the implementation plans for the new T-
Levels. In particular it worries about the proposal to use a single awarding organisation per qualification, and 
the FE sector’s ability to cope with yet another set of significant reforms. The recent T Level consultation has 
discussed several core issues, including funding, regulation, work experience, transition and communication. 
 
Ofqual’s response to the recent consultation has pointed out that if a single AO fails, it may be that no 
alternative AO can step in, resulting in chaos for the qualification.  It is also concerned about more changes, 
on top of apprenticeship changes, new English and maths functional skills qualifications from 2019, and 
changes to applied general and tech level qualifications.  
 
The CBI has also called on the government to delay the implementation of the new T levels and “take the 
time to get this right”, despite the implementation timetable already falling behind, with the first 
qualifications now not starting until 2020. The CBI feels that the government is underestimating the scale 
and complexity of the reforms.  
 
The concerns come at a time when universities have been divided over whether they will recognise the new 
qualifications, despite the fact that they are supposed to be ‘on a par’ with A Levels. Several universities 
have said they will not accept them as substitutes for the more academic equivalents, including Imperial 
College London who said, “We do not believe that T levels provide a suitable preparation for students.” Over 
half of the Russell Group universities have not yet decided about the qualifications, citing a lack of available 
detail. 
 

Read this! FE Week has a good summary of some of the responses to the consultation at 
https://tinyurl.com/y7onzwfw   
 
 

https://tinyurl.com/yb2mv2vk
https://tinyurl.com/y7onzwfw
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David Blunkett and Alan Tuckett have written about the importance of a fresh commitment to lifelong 
learning in the face of the loss of 2 million adults from FE, over  half of all mature HE students, and UK 
employers investing less in staff training than they did before the 2008 financial crisis. They say that new 
work patterns and technology will require flexible and creative work, backed by opportunities for adults to 
learn new ways of working and to master new skills, a need which is even greater now due to Brexit.  
 
They also talk about the other benefits of adult learning, including improved mental and physical health, 
active citizenship, strengthened literacy and numeracy skills, and improved achievement by children. Citing 
previous political initiatives such as Unionlearn, Individual Learning Accounts, the University for Industry, the 
Adult and Community Learning Fund, neighbourhood learning in deprived communities, foundation degrees, 
the e-university, and the Centre for Research on the Wider Benefits of Learning and the Skills for Life 
programme, they wonder what can be learned by looking at these again. 
 
Their article also looks at international examples, including learning launderettes and high quality, respected 
vocational learning in Europe. February marks the 20th anniversary of the publication of The Learning Age.  
 
Read this! The full article can be read at https://tinyurl.com/yc627qek 

 
 

 
 

£10,000 for individuals’ training  
 
Tom Schuller, Alan Tuckett and Tom Wilson, writing on behalf of the Centre for Learning and Life Chances in 
Knowledge Economies and Societies (LLAKES) have suggested that every young person in England should be 
offered a ‘National Learning Entitlement’ of £10,000 to spend on a university, college or training course of 
their choice after they turn 18, with adults who missed out on university in the past also eligible. 
 
The authors claim that this would reduce student debt and help to re-invigorate adult education and a 
culture of lifelong learning for all. They also believe it would be more equitable and cost-effective, than 
Labour’s proposal of scrapping university tuition fees, since those not going to university would also benefit, 
and it would also apply to part-time study, if necessary spread over a lifetime. This would also incentivise 
providers to offer more short-course and part-time options for study. 
 
The paper also suggests broadening the current Apprenticeship Levy to cover other kinds of adult training. It 
estimates the overall cost of the suggested new system at up to £8 billion, with the benefits of this 
investment going beyond the 50% who currently attend university.  
 
Read this!  Read the full paper at https://tinyurl.com/ycu2uy39   
 

DfE Report on FE sector skills gaps 
 
A new report from the DfE has found evidence of problems in areas of FE including inconsistent teaching, 
changing demands on leadership and a lack of CPD in further education. The report says it is ‘unclear’ the 
extent to which reforms aimed at improving teaching in FE have been effective, with English and maths 
being areas of particular concern, especially among vocational teachers. 

https://tinyurl.com/yc627qek
https://tinyurl.com/ycu2uy39
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On leadership, the report highlights how Principals are now expected to be both academic leaders and chief 
executives of multimillion-pound businesses, without necessarily having the requisite training or expertise. 
And finally the report states that CPD needs improvement, as fewer than half of FE teachers spending any 
time on it. 
 

Read this! The report can be found at https://tinyurl.com/yacduhs9   
 

Robert Halfon keynote speech on FE and social justice 
 
Robert Halfon MP, Chair of the Commons Education Committee, has called for a rebalancing of FE and HE as 
crucial to delivering social justice. He wants an end to the UK’s ‘obsession’ with academic degrees and an 
increase in the funding and delivery of basic skills and technical training. Mr Halfon said that only such a 
revolution can eradicate the skills gap which currently leaves one third of 16-19-year-olds with low basic 
skills, threatening a generation with “a tidal wave of lost opportunity”. 
 
His new ‘jewel in the crown’ will be degree apprenticeships which blend technical and academic education. 
He wants more provision for the disadvantaged who “have the most to gain by climbing the education ladder 
of opportunity out of deprivation and in to high skilled employment”. 
 
His policy suggestions include: 
¶ Including an apprenticeship levy taper to prioritise disadvantaged apprentices  
¶ Cutting grants to universities unless they offer degree apprenticeships  
¶ Challenging the Russell Group’s reputation where they don't deliver value for money  
¶ Protecting and ring-fencing funding of flexible, online and part-time HE such as the OU  
¶ Closer integration of the FE and HE sectors on delivering higher level apprenticeships.  

 
Read this! The full speech is at https://tinyurl.com/yacduhs9 

 

Digital Skills entitlement delays 
 
The promised change to adult education funding rules that include a statutory entitlement to digital skills 
training alongside English and maths won’t now come into force until 2020.  Free digital skills training for 
adults was first announced in 2016 as part of the Digital Economy Act, and the government is looking to 
develop new basic digital skills standards at entry level and levels one and two. It says current standards are 
‘out of date’ and do ‘not reflect the pace of technological change’”, and it wants new national standards to 
have buy-in from employers. 
 
There will be a consultation on the standards between October and December this year, and the final 
standards will be in place by the end of February 2019.  Funding for the new entitlement is expected to come 
from the existing adult education budget, although this may be included in the consultation. 
 

Functional Skills and Phonics 
 
The Education and Training Foundation (ETF) has commissioned new research on current approaches to the 
use of phonics in Functional Skills English with adult learners. The research will use focus groups and an 
online survey to inform the ETF’s advice and guidance to practitioners in the run up to the introduction of 
the Functional Skills Reform Programme. It will take account of the range of contexts in which Functional 
Skills are currently taught and the profiles of different learner groups, including those within the criminal 
justice system, learning English as a Second Language and learners with SEND. 
 

https://tinyurl.com/yacduhs9
https://tinyurl.com/yacduhs9
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Get involved in the research! If you are a literacy practitioner teaching phonics within adult Functional 
Skills English at entry level, contact Gemma Moss at gemma.moss@ucl.ac.uk 
 

National Careers Week 
 
National Careers Week (#NCW2018) is an annual event promoting the importance of quality careers 
education in schools and colleges. This year the launch event on 5th March 2018 at the House of Commons 
will kick off National Careers Week 2018.  
  

Attend the event! For more information or to attend the event, contact charlotte.cole@ncwcic.co.uk  
 

Criticism of Area Review processes 
 
New research on behalf of the DfE has criticised the way the government handled the first wave of the area 
reviews, with most participants finding the process ‘a challenge’ with a “lack of lead in time to understand 
the policy” or prepare for it, and “underdevelopment of the guidance”. It also criticised the narrow scope 
(especially the non-inclusion of school sixth-forms) and the tight focus on finance above the need of learners 
and local employers. Other problems included long delays to starts, coupled with very tight timeframes and 
a lack of government clarity on the purpose of the reviews.  
 
The area reviews of post-16 education and training took place in 2016/7 with the intention of leading to 
“fewer, often larger, more resilient and efficient providers”. So far 35 mergers have resulted from the 
process (below the predicted level of 80).  
 
Read this! The full evaluation is at https://tinyurl.com/ycogmyyb   
 

 
 

TSNLA/ETF Continuing Professional Development Bursary Scheme 
 
This scheme is available to Third Sector learning provider staff who need to go on a course but don’t have 
the funds to pay for it or the travel costs. Up to two staff per organisation taking part in courses which are 
delivered by or funded by the Education and Training Foundation can apply for delegate costs and travel, up 
to a maximum of £250 each. Membership of the TSNLA is not a requirement for the bursary, but it is 
expected that beneficiary organisation would be a Member, or join. 
 
Apply here for the bursary! Forms are at http://tinyurl.com/ycu8gq5e  
 
Find out more! See the kind of training that can be funded at http://tsnla.org.uk/resources/resources  
 

 
 If you find this Policy update useful, why not circulate it onto your colleagues? It is also published 

on the TSNLA website at http://www.tsnla.org.uk/policy  
 

For up to date information, please follow us on Twitter @thetsnla 
 

Are you a Third Sector learning provider? Why not join the TSNLA and become part of a great 
network of other national providers?  http://www.tsnla.org.uk/membership/membership  

 
If there are other areas of policy connected with skills and learning of adults and young people you’d 
like to know more about, please let Amanda (TSNLA Policy Advisor) know at pavonlopez@msn.com. 

mailto:gemma.moss@ucl.ac.uk
mailto:charlotte.cole@ncwcic.co.uk
https://tinyurl.com/ycogmyyb
http://tinyurl.com/ycu8gq5e
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