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Collab Group is a membership organisation 
represneting 33 further education colleges 
across the United Kingdom. Collab Group 
colleges, using our UK wide collective 
capability, work with civic and business 
communities to influence and lead the future 
of technical and professional education 
development and delivery to address the 
challenges of inclusive economic growth.
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GE2019: A chance to transform colleges

This election comes at a critical time for further education, writes Ian Pretty. We must 
press for a commitment to transform the sector that goes well beyond simple funding 
promises.

There is little doubt that this general election promises to be among the most 
unpredictable in modern history. We cannot with any degree of certainty predict what 
the result will be, but it is evident from the pronouncements of the major political parties 
that significant public sector investment is on the table.

Increased investment across public services is no doubt welcome, but amongst all the 
commitments and spending pledges, it will be crucial not to overlook further education. 
There have been positive developments in recent months with the announcement that 
the Government would increase the 16-18 base rate, but there is little doubt that the 
further education sector needs a period of significant and sustained investment that 
goes beyond these welcome, but modest, increases. FE has had to confront many 
challenges in its recent history, and yet has continued to provide life-changing 
opportunities to people across the UK.

This general election is a chance to remind politicians and policymakers about the vast 
contribution that colleges make to the economy, but we believe that there are four 
critical areas where change is needed, which we will be addressing during this general 
election campaign. 

These issues include:

• Ensuring lifelong learning is available to all
• Promoting pathways and progression route for all young people
• Colleges equipped with state-of-the-art facilities
• Widening access to apprenticeships
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What we observe is that the changes needed in the sector do involve financial 
investment, but there are also a significant number of non-monetary changes that 
could be just as important. The challenges that are being faced by colleges relate as 
much to the regulatory environment and the rigidity of some aspects of the current 
system as they do to the well-documented problems of systemic underfunding.

This is undoubtedly a crucial time for our country, but it is also a critical time for 
further education. Throughout the general election campaign, we will be expanding 
on some of the policy changes that we think need to occur to ensure that further 
education can build and expand on the underpinning role it plays in supporting people 
across the UK. For colleges to be adequately supported we need to rebalance the 
apprenticeship system to ensure that apprenticeships are available to all; we need to 
ensure there are more opportunities for adults to access education and training; and 
we need to ensure that colleges have the funds to invest in the latest buildings, 
equipment and facilities.

We hope to use this general election campaign to showcase the great work that is 
created in colleges and how they can be empowered to facilitate opportunities across 
all parts of the UK.
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Simplify the sector and put colleges at the heart of 
communities

Recent government industrial strategies have identified skills as a key driver to improve 
productivity in the UK. Low-skilled workers, according to the OECD, place the country in 
the third quartile of nations, well behind major industrial nations. 

FE colleges are central to the development of technical, professional and academic skills. 
More than 70 per cent of young people study at a college before progressing into 
apprenticeships, university or employment.

Yet according to the Association of Colleges there has been a 30 per cent real-terms cut 
in the funding for post-16 education since 2010.  The number of adults taking training 
has dropped from 46 per cent in 2001 to 37 per cent in 2019.  At the same time there are 
significant skills shortages in key industries, particularly related to science, technology, 
engineering and maths (STEM).

Dr Philip Augar, commissioned by the government last year to look at post-18 education, 
identified that £8 billion was spent on 1.2 million undergraduates each year while only 
£2.2 billion was set aside to fund 2.2 million adults to upskill and retrain.

Any future government should invest significantly in post-16 education. It would see a 
return in terms of productivity through allowing anyone, whatever age, to achieve their 
first level 3 qualification free. It should also incentivise those who want to achieve a level 
4 and 5 higher national diploma or certificate, and start addressing the skills gap that is 
limiting business growth.

The FE funding system is incredibly complicated and expensive to oversee.  A future 
government should simplify the system, releasing more funding for frontline educational 
delivery.

Shelagh Legrave is 
Principal and CEO of 
the Chichster  College 
Group 
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Skills in literacy and numeracy are clearly vital for all employees. In many areas of the 
country fewer than 50 per cent of children achieve English and maths at grade 4 
(previously grade C) at GCSE.  Since 2015 FE colleges have been required to ensure all 
young people without these qualifications retake them until they get the right grade. 
Huge numbers are now being retaught English and maths, but with no additional 
funding to cover the cost.  A future government should both review the policy on 
retaking these GCSEs and fund the cost of delivery.

As Collab Group has said in its statement this week on apprenticeships, the apprentice 
system is over-complicated and challenging for employers and providers. The 
apprentice levy has encouraged some businesses to take on apprentices, but more 
should be encouraged to use their levy rather than treat it as a tax. There are so many 
opportunities for apprentices to progress through to a higher apprenticeship and then a 
degree.  However, there needs to be better initial advice and guidance in schools to 
encourage young people to pursue this route into employment.

The investment in skills can be a gamechanger for the economy if properly funded.  
Colleges are at the heart of their local communities, delivering high-quality professional, 
technical and academic qualifications for young people and adults – although Brexit 
threatens staff numbers at all levels.

Our new government should recognise what we have created in colleges and unleash 
the sector’s power. Doing more with less has perhaps driven rationalisation, but if the 
age of austerity is truly over, as both of the main parties seem to be saying, then new 
spending in further education will be crucial to improve social mobility and close the 
opportunity gap.  

But money alone will not be enough. The sector needs a strong vision to tie together all 
the disparate threads of policy, to simplify funding and regulation, and to bring all 
stakeholders together with a common purpose. We need to articulate a vision of further 
education that places colleges at the heart of communities, our economy and society—
to do so will require a unified response.

The sector needs a strong vision to tie 
together all the disparate threads of 
policy, to simplify funding and 
regulation, and to bring all 
stakeholders together with a common 
purpose.
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Politicians are beginning to realise they can’t afford to 
ignore FE

Everyone who works in FE knows how vital the sector is. Colleges provide life-
changing opportunities while powering the workforce of local industry. They educate 
and train 2.2 million learners, making an undeniable impact on individuals, employers 
and communities.

It is therefore heartening to see that discussion around the work of FE is becoming 
increasingly part of the mainstream political conversation. Last week, the three major 
political parties recognised the pivotal role that colleges play.

But many challenges remain. It will be important that the next government listens to 
colleges and tries to grapple with some long-standing issues.

One is the underfunding of provision for 16 to 19-year-olds. It is welcome the base rate 
for 16 to 19-year-olds has been raised to £4,188. However, this falls short of the 
recommendations of the “Raise the rate campaign” and the education select 
committee, who both called for an increase up to £4,760.

The crucial element is to ensure that the core element of vocational provision is 
appropriately funded. A total of 540 guided learning hours may be allocated to a 
programme, but when you break it down only about 360 hours are spent directly 
delivering the core component. A funding increase is undoubtedly essential, but it will 
be crucial that funding then flows to the element of programmes that are most directly 
related to the acquisition of technical skills.

Adult education and participation are also significant challenges. There are several 
reasons why people may not engage with adult education, but the cost should not be 
one of them. One significant barrier is that those already in receipt of a level 3 
qualification cannot be funded to undertake another. 

Tony Lewin is 
Principal of 
Newcastle College 
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Yet in places such as Newcastle there are opportunities to retrain to get the skills that 
local employers need — but people are reluctant to take on more personal debt. The 
government should allow them to undertake a second, fully funded qualification at level 
3. The regional combined authorities give us a mechanism to pilot such an approach.

Apprenticeship and the levy continue to pose challenges for colleges. The principle and 
idea of the levy is still widely supported, but it is not working well. Large employers are 
underspending their levy, but there is still apparently not enough money to fund non-
levy apprenticeships. The impact of the changes on smaller employers, who struggle 
with the 20 per cent off-the-job training rule, has been severe, and there has been a 
consistent decline in the number of apprenticeships starts since the policy has been 
introduced.

This is not to say that the current system should be scrapped, but the government 
should focus on ensuring that levy underspends can be reallocated on a demand-driven 
basis, that there is transparency in the price banding and standard approval process, 
and that longstanding issues with the endpoint assessment process are addressed. The 
levy can still be remedied, but with some minor adjustments.

Finally, there are recurring issues around English and maths. We know how demoralised 
many young people are at having to resit their English and maths GCSE, especially 
when they may be unlikely to achieve a grade 4 in the time available. We should look 
for alternatives that ensure learners are making progress and achieve a qualification 
that recognises their progress. The levels of English and maths skills vary in different 
occupations and we should have the flexibility to deliver qualifications that best reflect 
the needs of the individual.

So, despite these challenges, it does seem that FE is being taken increasingly seriously. 
Historically the government hasn’t shown a great interest in what FE does, but that 
might be changing. Politicians have realised that they can’t afford to ignore it. Let’s 
hope that this sentiment lasts up to the election and beyond.
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Apprenticeships suffer too many unintended 
consequences

Four years and two general election campaigns ago, Conservatives, Labour and Liberal 
Democrats competed to outdo each other on apprenticeships. While the debate has 
moved to a much wider recognition of the investment further education sorely needs, 
apprenticeships are no longer centre-stage and the silence is deafening

In 2015, David Cameron pledged to fund three million new apprenticeships to end youth 
unemployment. Liberal Democrats also pledged to expand apprenticeships, doubling 
the two million that had been created during the coalition. Labour focused on quality 
and pledged to create an extra 80,000 apprenticeships a year with a focus on school 
leavers with higher grades, as an alternative to university or unskilled jobs.

Given the clear intention that young people would be the main beneficiaries of 
apprenticeship growth, it is hard to fathom how the national reform could have taken 
such a different turn. Not only did we see contraction instead of growth, but we are also 
left with significant system issues and soaring costs that are about to exceed available 
funding. 

The reform also missed the opportunity to support social mobility and has been 
disastrous for young people and smaller employers. We have already seen stark societal 
and political effects. People in our communities feel they have been left behind. 

There have been some benefits. The government had been constrained for decades by 
a deregulated labour market, and the levy could provide an effective mechanism to 
encourage more employers to train. There has also been greater employer and industry 
input into the design of standards.

However, the market-led approach to reform has resulted in too much training that is 
too job-specific, with insufficient consideration of the country’s longer-term skills needs.

Karen Redhead 

Karen redhead is 
Principal and 
CEO of West 
London College 



Teaching, learning 
and assessment are 
the core business of 
colleges, which 
brings us back to 
the need for a 
collaborative 
approach. After all, 
no policy can be 
delivered without us
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 While reform claimed to put employers in the driving seat, this has been far from 
successful as many employers are already writing off levy costs rather than engaging 
with a resource-intensive system that does not give them what they need. 

Whether or not apprenticeship reform makes a late entry to this campaign, the next 
government will have to deal with these problems. Here are four recommendations 
that would vastly improve the situation.

First, as trusted partners and long-standing experts in education and training, it is 
imperative to work with colleges to smooth out the unintended consequences and 
refocus on what will be urgently needed in a post-Brexit economy. A more inclusive 
reform process would lead to better solutions and a greater level of ownership and 
commitment from all participants.

Second, there must be enough funding in place to support the reform, and it should 
prioritise places for 16-to-19-year-olds and apprentices of all ages without a level 5 
qualification. Arrangements for non-levy funding are unreliable and leading to a start-
stop approach, unhelpful to colleges and employers alike, and rates in important 
sectors like health and social care need review to ensure these pathways are viable. 

Third, employers are put off by the burden of bureaucracy. Pre-reform, many colleges 
offered a successful turnkey solutions for employers. If colleges are to reclaim this 
through “trusted status”, this requires resources, particularly for SMEs, who tend to 
have smaller numbers of apprentices.  Penalising colleges for minor data mismatches 
between employer and college records is also unhelpful.

Lastly, definitions of quality need review, and a distinction needs to be made between 
quality and compliance, informed by everything we know about high-quality teaching 
and learning.  Apprenticeships have been running for hundreds of years in some 
sectors without compliance audits and artificial distinctions of on- and off-the-job 
elements. 

Teaching, learning and assessment are the core business of colleges, which brings us 
back to the need for a collaborative approach. After all, no policy can be delivered 
without us.
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Colleges need certainty to deliver promise of social 
mobility

With responsibility for education in Wales devolved to the Welsh Assembly, colleagues 
in other areas of the UK may feel that the outcome of the Westminster election is likely 
to have only a minimal impact on Welsh education – but that couldn’t be further from 
the truth.

Of all of the critical priorities for the new government the first one must be to resolve 
the impasse caused by the ongoing Brexit impasse which is, I’m sure, creating as much 
uncertainty and frustration amongst all governments as it is undoubtedly doing in 
Wales. Civil servants are having to plan for so many possible outcomes that at the 
current time that there just isn’t enough capacity to do anything else. 

The impact of all of this is that, this year, I have more question marks along my various 
income ‘lines’ in the College budgets than I’ve ever had in all my 14 years as a College 
Principal. It is nearing December, and we are still awaiting confirmation and 
clarification of the funding for a number of key programmes that should have started 
in September. 

This in turn means that any long-term planning continues to be almost meaningless. 
We just don’t know the constraints and direction that we will need to respond to.

But neither do I want the new government to rush through a bad deal just to ‘get 
Brexit done’, and I worry that a new administration may act in haste and leaving us all 
to repent at leisure, not allowing sufficient time to analyse the implications and the 
impact of any new deal in sufficient detail.  My strong advice to the new Prime 
Minister, drawn from 14 years of college leadership, is yes, to get on with it, but do so 
by bringing in other external advice, taking the time needed to make sure that it’s a 
deal that works for your whole constituency, for all stakeholders. You would expect 
nothing less of us.

Mark Jones is principal 
at Gower College 
Swansea  
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Whoever gets the keys to number 10, the new education team will need to manage 
the long-outstanding issue of unnecessary competition in so many parts of the 
public education sector – most notably between FE colleges and schools at level 3, 
but also between colleges and universities at levels 4 and above. That competition 
often results in institutions putting themselves first rather than our learners, and 
results in advice and guidance that is often far from independent.

All this competition is underpinned by government funding methodologies that 
reward growth rather than outcomes, partnership working, or indeed any of the 
targets that the sectors are being asked to achieve. What we need is a framework 
that incentivises education providers to work together to grapple with some of the 
significant issues we are facing, rather than creating conditions that prioritise 
growth and the acquisition of market share.

Resuming normal government service and reforming unhelpful structures aside, the 
new government will have to follow through on the funding promises made to 
Further Education colleges. In the past couple of months, we have probably heard 
more positive comments on the key role colleges play – in skills development, in 
adult learning, in inclusion and social mobility – than we have heard in many years 
from all political parties. We can’t keep doing more with less.

All of the main parties have made positive commitments to begin addressing some 
of these issues. If followed through, they will have a major positive impact across so 
many areas of our society. It is no doubt encouraging to have this renewed 
attention given to the sector, but it will be important that we move beyond rhetoric 
and start to see tangible differences in the levels of support colleges receive. The 
country’s future cohesion and prosperity depend on it.
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Northern Ireland’s colleges are more important than ever 
amid Brexit uncertainty

Brexit has created huge tension across the whole of the UK, but probably nowhere 
more so than in Northern Ireland, a region that voted in its majority to remain in the 
European Union. The continuing uncertainty about what Brexit will mean practically 
and Northern Ireland’s place in any settlement have created an environment which has 
had significant impacts already. Unpredictability has caused difficulties in maintaining 
and landing investment in the region, made businesses reluctant to invest until they 
have more clarity, and slowed down inward migration considerably, causing skills 
shortages.

For colleges here, as everywhere else across the UK, the need is to continue to deliver 
skills for the region that are aligned to business needs. While obvious skills shortages 
might be thought to at least make identification of those needs easier, decreasing 
funding presents a big challenge and uncertainty about the region’s future economic 
direction has a paralysing effect.

As if this wasn’t enough, Northern Ireland has had to contend with the absence of an 
Assembly now for over 1000 days, at a time when the region needs one most. There is 
now a significant backlog of reforms awaiting decision from local ministers in 
education, as well as health and the environment. The Northern Ireland civil service 
has tried valiantly to keep the region moving forward and to work for success, but it is 
a difficult job without a clear mandate or political direction.

The only certainty seems to be that Northern Ireland is facing increasing challenges. A 
lot of hope here hangs on the election providing the clarity and certainty the country 
desperately needs, and perhaps even nudging the Assembly towards reforming.
If so, then that resolution won’t come a moment too soon for our skills sector. When it 
last met, the Assembly was moving strongly in the direction of seeing skills, and the 
delivery of a talent pipeline, as essential to the future prosperity of the region. 

Marie-Therese McGivern 
is Principal and CEO at 
Belfast Metropolitan 
College 



There was growing consensus that the six Northern Ireland colleges have a central role 
in developing a new ecosystem for success. 

The Department for the Economy have continued to underline that work. They are 
currently building the evidence and analysis for a new Northern Ireland skills strategy 
for endorsement when the Assembly eventually returns, as surely it must.

While Brexit and Stormont divisions have put a lot on hold, the fundamentals haven’t 
changed. Aligning to business needs requires flexible, responsive delivery that can 
adapt training to a rapidly innovating digital sector at one end and, at the other, a 
sustained supply of highly trained and motivated workers across more traditional 
sectors such as hospitality and social care.

Colleges in Northern Ireland have worked hard to increase collaboration to ensure 
excellent delivery across the region. A concrete example has been the development of 
specialist hubs whereby each college has become a ‘Centre of Excellence’ for the 
sector as a whole, in areas such as digital industry, life sciences and advanced 
manufacturing. This strategy has allowed us to maximise limited resources to create 
maximum impact. 

Our colleges are ready to bring solutions to the challenges facing the region, both 
economic and social. Yes, we work directly with businesses to increase productivity 
and skills levels in all industry sectors.

But getting skills policy right is about more than that; it is a clear route to increased 
social mobility too. Colleges routinely intervene in communities with high levels of 
poverty, giving individuals the opportunity to embark on lifelong learning journeys that 
are transformative for them and their communities.

Regardless of who forms the next government come December 13, colleges are waiting 
to play their part in Northern Ireland’s prosperity. What they require to do so above all 
else is political stability and a clear sense of direction.
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