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9 new bodies announced, nearly 40 new consultations released, 30+ employers accrediting training, FE colleges able to apply to award Foundation degrees, employees to gain right to request time to train and Diplomas never far away from the headlines. If it’s hard to keep up with all the changes in the world of education and skills, this gentle guide to the first half of the year might help. If it’s all too much, a headline summary is below. (Abbreviations explained in the main text.)
· Academies. Growing, expanding and gaining sponsorship from within the system
· AA Tables. New KS4 MFL indicator and post – 16 CVA indicator added this year

· Adult learning. Skills for Life on target, vision coming from NIACE Inquiry
· A levels. New look specs start in Sept but long – term future becomes political

· Apprenticeships. A new Strategy, a new Service, a new Bill and new funding

· Assessment. Select Committee agree there’s too much of it
· Budget. A difficult climate but money set aside for skills and standards

· Children’s Plan. Spawning mass of activity but still worries about children

· Conservatives. Gearing up to release further round of policy papers

· DCSF. Focusing on 6 Dept Strategic Objectives 
· DIUS. Strategy set out in a new ‘blueprint for success’

· Education Bills. One on staying on completing, next one lined up

· Employer recognition. More employers express interest 

· FE. Hitting quality targets but left ruminating position post MoG changes

· Fds. Steady growth in an uncertain climate, FE powers now agreed

· FfE. Phased launch from this Sept, fully in the face by 2010

· GCSE. Revisions for 09 completing, revisions for core subjects due 2010
· HE. Series of reviews completing, co – funding growing, fee review coming

· Innovation. Important drive coming from DIUS White Paper

· 14 – 19. Preparing for Sept launch with smaller numbers but big expectations

· Labour. The PM sketches out a new vision under the slogan ‘unlocking talent’
· LSC. Moving into final transition period

· LSIS. The new sector owned body to help the push towards self – regulation

· Machinery of Gov changes. All laid out in Raising Expectations White Paper

· National Challenge. The latest initiative to raise floor targets in schools
· Ofqual. The new independent regulator starts to take shape
· QCF. Tests and trials complete, population of new framework begins

· Schools. Extending, diversifying but school standards the defining issue
· Skills. All roads lead to Leitch but are the roads too confusing?

· Time to Train. Employees to gain the right to request time to train

· Train to Gain. Gaining more money and flexibilities 
· TQS. New kitemark to demonstrate employer responsiveness

· UKCES. Getting to grips with the skills system, state of nation report next March
· YPLA. New agency to help ‘steer’ local 14 – 19 provision
Academies

· Model changing post Blair, less dependent on outside sponsorship but still dividing dinner tables

· 83 now open, 50 more in the next couple of years, 160 in the pipeline on way to target of 400, latest injection comes from the National Challenge
· Nearly 40 universities and a dozen independent schools supporting them, 5 independent schools converting to them, strong parental support declaring for them – 3 applicants per Academy place
· ‘Father figure’ Adonis cites 3 significant current developments: the growth of Academy chains, multiples rather than separate outlets; the rise of the all – through Academy; and the increasing engagement of the education sector as sponsors following the removal of the £2m requirement
· Academies and Adonis still seemingly a flourishing marriage
Achievement and Attainment Tables

· The Government ploughs on while others abandon
· Recent developments include the introduction of a KS4 science indicator and for this year an MFL indicator for schools and a contextual value added measure for post 16 

· Government keen to include progress between Key Stages in core subjects
· Also keen to recognise high flyers early, those who achieve levels 7 or 8 in their Key Stage 3 tests

· Tables still a weather vane for consumers
Adult learning

· Hard times evident in adult learning but some shafts of light
· More light than shaft now from DIUS, keen to engage, issues 2 important consultations

· One looks at ‘Informal adult learning,’ calls for a new discussion and vision, discussion closes mid May, DIUS response awaited with interest

· Second takes some of the heat out of ESOL funding, tries to direct it more closely at identified community needs and ‘legal residents’
· Further National Audit Office Report on Skills for Life programme finds things on course to hit the 2010 target of ‘improving the literacy and numeracy skills of 2.25m adults’
· “The Skills for Life programme has engaged 5.7m learners on 12m courses with 7.6bm achievements, at an average cost of £5bn”

· Concerns remain about the validity of the original skills base and about getting to the hard to reach but numeracy the main problem, 75% of adults in England claim to have a number problem, many citing a phobia about maths from school days
· Condition being tackled by a new advertising campaign; no more Gremlins, just ‘Get on board;’ aligns to the LSC’s ‘It’s in our hands’ skills campaign
· Elsewhere, as part of their annual Adult Learners’ Week survey, NIACE report a further fall in adult learners, down 3% this year, 
· This on the back of a suggested 1 ½ m drop over the last 2 years
· All of which makes NIACE’s important Inquiry into the future of lifelong learning even more important
· Inquiry collecting evidence around 10 key themes, some big players involved, interim report due autumn 08, final report spring 09; aim is to produce a long – term framework for lifelong learning
· But will the Government listen let alone have the money?
A levels

· The new A level specs prepare for launch in September but familiar debate re surfaces about their gold plating and their long – term future

· Challenged by David Cameron in the House about their future, Gordon Brown plays for time, “we have said we will make a decision in 2012”
· For the present, official position laid out in the Government’s 14 – 19 Qualification Strategy: “A levels will continue to be important in the lives of many young people;” AEAs likely to go “last exam 2009;” Applied A levels to disappear from 2013 
· Long – term security for A level likely to depend on 3 factors: political will; take up of Extended Diplomas and impact of the current revisions 
· Revisions see more open – ended questions, a pilot extended project from this Sept, A* grade first awarded in 2010 though some rumours otherwise
· Familiar debates being played out in other quarters: the Russell Group post entry profiles of preferred A level combinations, Newcastle pilot OU modules rather than A levels for Science entry, Imperial extend trials of an entry exam
· QCA spring Report on comparable demands of various subjects provokes customary frenzy about standards; few stop to analyse the data before condemning media studies a soft option, Psychology a surprisingly hard one
· Elsewhere the Pre U launches this September, 26 subjects + Global Perspectives + Independent Research Report, 2 yr courses, terminal exams
· The Government drops the funded target of an IB state school in every Authority by 2010, currently just over 2,000 IB students to A levels’ 250,000 but interest rampant each summer

· Positions on A level being adopted in advance of the 2012/13 review but it’s the intervening election that might prove more critical

Apprenticeships
· A success on the telly, the Government positions Apprenticeships as a core part of their skills agenda

· “Apprenticeships will play a central role in our plans for growing skills in the economy” Gordon Brown declares in January

· Much of the activity triggered by last year’s Lords Report on Apprenticeships and Brown’s Oct 07 Greenwich speech
· The Leitch target is 500,000 on year UK Apprenticeships, current targets are 250,000 starts and 130,000 successful completions, big surge in May sees numbers rise to 246,330 but some regional blank spots

· Government keen to increase the number of 16 – 18 Apprenticeships, “we anticipate 1 in 5 young people will be taking an Apprenticeship within the next decade”
· The PM launches the latest National Strategy for Apprenticeships in January

· 50 pages of proposals, the result of last year’s cross dept review
· 3 main strands: a new end – to – end service to support Apprenticeships initially under the LSC and from 2010 within the new Funding Agency; improved quality indicated by a completion certificate and strengthened blueprint; direct funding and flexibility for employers
· Nuffield Review question the prospects for growth for Apprenticeships, call for more incentives and flexibility
· LSC launch first ever Apprenticeship week in Feb, find considerable employer support, 88% of employers believe Apprenticeships make for a more motivated workforce

· But still not many in the Government’s own back yard; DCSF has 23 apprentices, DIUS none and BERR not too sure

· 14 – 19 Qualification Strategy Paper positions Apprenticeships as one of the main routes for young people, aligns Apprenticeships alongside Diplomas
· Next Education and Skills Bill, incorporates proposals from last year’s Draft Apprenticeship Bill, will legislate for a statutory basis for Apprenticeships, an entitlement for eligible young people, a national matching service, the National App Service, further funding and quality measures

· An Apprenticeship credit also being introduced through Skills Accounts from 2010 to support costs of training for 18 yr olds

· Plenty of measures, none ‘Sugared’ down
Assessment and Testing

· The ‘toxic’ debate on testing re – ignites with the system “condemned” in a Select Committee Report, the Government seeking more time to check out its when ready model for Key Stage testing and a former Chief Inspector called in to head up an Inquiry into this year’s SATs 

· Slow burn under this year’s SATs as stories surface of contractor strife leaving schools unsure if they will get the results before the end of term

· Piloting continues of the single test model as concerns rise about the burden and continuous nature of testing

· The Sec of State claims schools putting the wind up pupils, suggests 7 yr olds should not be told they are taking tests but the Select Committee hear stories of tears and anguish as they complete their 6 month Inquiry into testing
· High points include Ken Boston’s metaphor of the Swiss army knife to explain the various functions required of tests, Prof Peter Tymms’s use of the Flynn effect to explain why standards in reading have not improved and the debate around assessment for learning

· The low points the primary school reported to have abandoned its Nativity Play to concentrate on preparing for the tests, the “shallow learning” that arises from teaching to the test and the interminable debate about whether standards are dropping
· On the one hand the Government, naturally keen to raise standards, leave no child behind and committed to a string of accountability measures to ensure this, on the other a caring profession and informed experts coming together to call for decoupling the multiple purposes for which tests are used and greater prominence to be given to teacher assessment

· In between the rock and the hard place, the chair of the Select Committee concludes “there’s something wrong with the amount of testing and assessment we’re doing” 

· But little evidence yet of putting down pens and paper
Budget

· ‘It’s bad news Darling’ is how the media spell out the current economic difficulties
· The Chancellor’s summer Mansion House speech argues it’s not as bad as the 1970’s but admits “I expect growth to slow this year”
· The villain is known but hard to pin down namely globalisation, “while the inflationary pressures we faced in the past were primarily domestic, today they are global”

· Budget 2008 sees the Chancellor keen to commit for the future, “this Budget is about equipping Britain for the times ahead”
· So emphasis on skills (growth in Train to Gain funding and Skills Accounts,) science (Sainsbury and Project Enthuse,) welfare to work (new linked benefits and skills system) and adult careers 

· But most money set aside for the impending push on school standards through the National Challenge
· Stability replaces prudence as the defining word; it’s used 23 times 

Children’s Plan

· The familiar rainbow logo makes its mark as activity pours out of the visionary 10 year Children’s Plan
· Reports from Byron (on protecting children from internet and video games,) Bercow (on speech and language needs) and Steer (on behaviour;) Action Plans on Youth Crime, Runaways and Youth Alcohol; consultations on play, well – being guidance for schools, Children’s Trusts and carbon ratings
· Children’s Minister announces the first area 0 – 7 Partnerships Pilots, re – directed rather than new money but £819m over 3 yrs to provide free childcare and early years support

· The media bristle about the nature of 21st century children’s lives, some talk of a firm snack from nanny, others looking for greater understanding
· Government looking to make the UK ‘the best place in the world to bring up children’ but brought up sharp by stream of disturbing newsreel and latest 4 nation children’s commissioners Report

· The Report suggests “the quality of life for children in Britain is on a downward spiral marked by depression, fear of crime and crushing poverty”
· In addition 2007 Ofsted Report on annual performance of local children’s services finds performance not rising in 3 of the 5 Every Child Matters outcomes (be healthy, stay safe and make a positive contribution)

· Government remain committed to its own child poverty target, considerable political will on all sides but all being played out in harsh glare of ever more strident media headlines

· New Centre to support Children’s Trusts and Young People’s Services (C4EO) launched in May, further plan on the future of child care, early learning and funding promised 

Conservatives

· Gearing up for release of further set of policies as political winds blow ever more favourable
· 2 ‘shadows’ in particular making headlines
· 0ne is Michael Gove who sketches out a Conservative vision around ‘a post – bureaucratic’ age; an awkward slogan but aim is for a new era of rolling back the Blair/Brown era of state control and freeing professionals
· He explains what it means for schools: “we want accountability to be to parents and we want to give heads and teachers freedom to respond to the needs of those they teach not targets set to satisfy politicians’ vanity”
· School standards and heavy testing regime likely to be the battlefields; much talk of Swedish models … of schools
· Other Shadow Minister making noises is Chris Grayling on welfare reform; talk here is of US workfare, details in Jan ‘Work for Welfare’ Green Paper
· Headlines are of a network of back to work centres with employment boot camps and community work programmes for young people under 21

· A Skills Green Paper currently under review, greater de – regulation of the FE system and higher quality voc provision two likely themes

· Pastoral shades on latest policy papers but feverish activity inside
Dept for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF)
· Over 80 press releases since the start of the year plus 15 major consultations, 5 White Papers, 2 Strategy Papers and 1 Green Paper, the DCSF pours out instructions and exhortations throughout the year
· The Children’s Plan and 14 – 19 the main focal points, main details set out in a Departmental Action Plan 

· 6 Dept Strategic Objectives set for the next 3 years, all reflecting the 5 every Child Matters outcomes, Dept budget to rise to £59.4bn by 2010/11

· Highlights of the past year include over 2,900 Sure Start Centres, 10,000 schools offering extended services, strong results at Key Stage 2 and GCSE, trialling of new when ready testing system, holding Diploma nerve and launching a new £100m NEET strategy; even first all new BSF school opened
· Ahead in just 4 out of its current 11 national targets, DCSF’s Annual Report in May a jolly mix of the virtues of breast feeding on one page to achievements in science on the next
Dept for Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS)
· 2 Public Service Agreement targets, 6 Dept Strategic Objectives, 8 strategic messages, 15 key policy deliverables, 18 partner bodies, the DIUS Business Plan does things by numbers
· One year on, the new dept quickly into its stride, its ‘blueprint for success’ set out in the Annual Report

· Major Reports and consultations on FE Improvement, HE Work Skills, Innovation, STEM, ESOL, Adult Learning and system changes

· Current activity focused around 6 Dept Strategic Objectives: strengthening the FE and HE systems; promoting and developing science and innovation; pursuing global excellence in research; broadening participation and opportunity in learning and skills; encouraging knowledge transfer; and Leitch

· Steady progress being made against targets but Leitch very much the parrot on the shoulder 
Education Bills

· As one Education and Skills Bill completes another one is lined up

· The 2007/8 version brings in the visionary/controversial requirements depending on your point of view for young people to remain in learning or training beyond the current statutory leaving age

· Will affect 17 yr olds from 2013 and 18 yr olds from 2015, duties and sanctions placed on Local Authorities, parents, employers and youngsters
· Alison Wolf among others claiming it will decimate youth employment but Government clear it’s the right way to raise skill levels and aspirations

· Bill also requires the LSC to secure the proper provision of courses for learners aged over 19 and for impartial careers advice and guidance

· Other education related Bill completing this year is the Children and Young Person’s Bill 2007/8 which provides a statutory framework for the provision and support of children and young people in care

· As for the coming parliamentary year, the Prime Minister announces his wish list in May
· 18 Bills, 4 relevant to education: a Community empowerment, housing and economic regeneration Bill with bits on LAs and RDAs; a Citizen, immigration and borders Bill with bits on ESOL; a Welfare Reform Bill with bits on benefits and skills; Education and Skills Bill with bits on everything

· The bits include reserve powers on school standards under the National Challenge, strengthening of Children’s Trusts, the transfer of 16 – 18 funding to LAs, the enactment of Ofqual, a statutory basis for apprenticeships, changes to the learning and skills system and proposals to create an employee right to request time to train

· All to be revealed in the Queen’s Speech on 3 December
Employer and Provider Recognition
· 6 employers and one provider now recognised as awarding bodies and over 30 employers with their training accredited as the media struggle to come to terms with McDonald’s offering more than a bun
· All part of creating a more flexible and responsive qualification system built around the QCF

· Initial proposals sketched out in summer 2007 and following consultation enacted in 2007 Education and Skills Bill 
· After successful pilot, QCA asked to carry work forward for another year

· Streamlined recognition process using ‘banked’ documents, web – based where poss, taking approx 3 months

· Some big names involved including Network Rail and MoD, more to come
FE

· FE faces the latest round of challenges with its customary phlegm

· Last year the challenge was how to fit Leitch in, the year before it was where to engage with 14 – 19, the year before adult skills and so on

· Current challenge comes from the Machinery of Government changes and the splitting of the ways at age 19; does FE stride like the mighty Colossus across both or focus its energies on post 19 adult skills?

· New leadership at the AoC and the Quality Body + emerging Single Voice presage new hopes of the sector having a greater say over its destiny

· AoC stats make for an impressive cv for the sector: “every year colleges educate over 3m people including 120,000 14 – 16 year olds, 737,000 16 – 18 year olds, including 13% from disadvantaged backgrounds, and 131,000 learners over 60”
· Colleges keen to press home the economic benefits, “every £1 spent generates £1.90 for its local area”
· On top of that success rates now at 77%, employer satisfaction rates up to 46%, QAA audit ratings good in 90% of cases, all while funding gap with schools drops but only to 5.61%

· Professionalizing the workforce continues apace; the Institute of Learning’s (IfL) Code of Prof Practice and disciplinary Rules comes in from April, lecturer’s required to register with IfL by Sept 

· Plans under consideration to extend the Principalship qual to existing Principals moving post

· The 14 – 19 and MoG changes, however, both creating the new trading conditions; FE left with 2 key questions: how best to read the market, how best to play to strengths

Foundation Degrees

· HEFCE’s 2nd major Report into Fds finds a mixed picture; nearly 72,000 students registered or expected to but “growth difficult to predict”

· “All we can say is that the growth in the number of entrants has averaged around 6,000 pa since Fds were established”

· But 2 major developments likely to help

· First, on 1 May 2008, Sections 19 and 20 of the Further Ed and Training Act 2007 came into force allowing FE instits to apply to award their own Fds
· Not an easy prospect, FE colleges must have had 4 yrs consecutive HE experience, students must have been consulted, progression routes must be “sound,” financial health will be checked and powers granted for an initial period of 6yrs only. And £45,000 for the privilege

· Number of specific criteria have to be met including governance, standards and quality assurance, QAA providing the scrutiny for the Privy Council to be able to decide

· ESRC sponsored research finds FE not always viewed as a ‘normal’ location for HE, some way to go on overcoming preconceptions

· Number of colleges said to be interested but unlikely to see any such awards before 2010

· Second development likely to help is the introduction of the equivalent or lower qualification (ELQ) policy with its exemption of Fds
· Fds offered in 93 HEIs and 260 colleges over last year; education, creative arts and business remain the most popular Fd areas; women over 21 the largest group of entrants
· Fdf and LSN complete work on a new ‘how to’ guide to Fd development

· Fds an important part of the Skills Strategy, on target for 100,000 Fd students by 2010 but employer engagement and funding remain the issues
Framework for Excellence (FfE)

· After extensive piloting, the FfE cleared for take – off from this September
· Will apply to colleges and training providers first, adult and community learning providers next, all funded providers covered by 2010

· Will sit with the Training Quality Standard as the primary quality mark for providers hoping to compete in the demand – led system

· Intended to be used by customers, brokers, funders and others when determining which provider to use

· Effectively a performance measurement tool built around 3 dimensions: provider responsiveness, effectiveness and finance; data totted up to create an overall performance rating
· Some changes made to the indicators following 10 months of piloting, further guidance, evaluation and possible new indicators to follow

· School sixth forms being drawn into similar system as a result of White Paper commissioning proposals

GCSE

· Now over 20 years old, GCSEs come in for a further refit
· English, ICT and maths to be done a year later, Science already done, for most other subjects, revised specs are submitted around Easter time, for accreditation in August and first teaching Sept 2009

· Review prompted by changes at 14 – 19 and the introduction of controlled assessment in place of coursework

· Volume of controlled assessment dependent on the nature of the subject

· 3 levels of ‘control’ – high, medium, limited applied on a subject by subject basis to 3 stages of assessment: task setting, task taking and task marking

· Minor changes being planned for maths and ICT, more for English with creation of more generic English GCSE to sit along side Lit and Lang; dark talk of a 2 tier system emerging

· 14 – 19 Qualification Strategy Paper sets out commitment to GCSE, review of applied GCSE in 2012 and application of functional skill benchmark to GCSEs English, maths and ICT
· GCSE still an important measure of success but siren sounds of iGCSE never far away
HE

· HE loses the chair of its Funding Council, gains a new look THES, is awarded an annual £7bn grant, starts to shift funding away from equivalent and lower (ELQ) second degrees, faces a series of reviews and moves closer towards employer co – funding
· The transfer of ELQ funding is the most contentious; Select Committee condemn it as “hasty” and not based on firm evidence

· There are exemptions and funding being re – channelled rather than lost but fears that the part – time market may take a hit
· Annual Grant Letter at the start of the year sees overall grant rising to £7.4bn but an armful of tasks to go with it including: increase in student numbers of 60,000 by 2010/11, target of 100,000 Fd enrolments, increase in employer co – funded places of 5,000 this year, 10,000 next and a steady upwards curve thereafter, 1,000 students on ‘compressed’ or 2 yr courses, stronger links with schools and leading edge research
· The Sec of State adds a long - term vision in a key note speech in Feb

· In 15 yrs, he claims HE will be: leading research output; world – beating in business links; involved in major collaborations; developing home grown talent; and contributing fully to local and regional development

· To set things on their way, he launches a series of major reviews ‘to help shape the role of HE in the future:’ these to cover student population trends, diversity; widening participation; and international competition

· This coupled this with a proposed expansion of HE provision as part of a new ‘University Challenge;’ £150m to help set up new centres often in towns and places across the land where existing HE opportunities are limited

· The target is 20 centres offering 10,000 additional places, all with a strong link to the local economy

· Latest (July) figures show business links strengthening, a 17% increase in business funding for 2006/7, some wariness about whether this is sustainable let alone what universities are for, ‘universities should be pursuing knowledge for its own sake’ Roger Brown tells the audience in an inaugural lecture but many universities going for it

· Elsewhere, the Integrated Quality and Enhancement Review (IQER) goes live in Jan, first visits completed 

· Consultation closes (June) on the FHEQ, next stage is to match it against the European Framework prior to the Bologna ‘review’ in Dec 08

· Lord Triesman is appointed the first Minister for Students 

· More universities come out to support schools through Academies, Trusts and Compacts

· The HE Academy sharpens its vision and targets after a detailed consultation on its future

· Stories surface about universities under pressure to file positive learner feedback stories; concerns also about ‘record’ number of high grades, investigation set up

· Burgess recommendations may be under consideration but stories about grade inflation won’t go away: 13% now gain a 1st, 48% a 2.1
· Widening participation remains a constant theme; current budget £364m but is it having any effect?

· Latest National Audit Office Report concludes “people from lower socio – economic backgrounds make up around ½ of the population in England but represent just 29% first time entrants to HE”
· Maybe recent research from the LSC might help, it suggests ‘70% of 18 – 24 year olds find love in the classroom’ presumably once the lecture is over
Innovation

· DIUS gets its ‘I’ in with a brain storming White Paper in March on Innovation
· Aim is “to make Britain the best country in the world to run an innovative business or public service”
· Traditionally innovation associated with manufacturing and products but the Paper puts a 21st century twist on the concept and recasts it as “the successful exploitation of ideas”
· Proposes doubling the numbers of Knowledge Transfer Partnerships between F/HE and business, introducing innovation vouchers by 2011, piloting a new Specialisation and Innovation Fund for FE, developing a NESTA based Index by 2010 with an annual Innovation Review starting this autumn

· I before e as BERR release a complementary Enterprise Paper pitching a further £30m into enterprise education in primary and FE and announcing the creation of a National Enterprise Academy 

14 – 19

· Rarely a week passes without some comment on Diplomas, some even favourable

· Amongst the favourables: 317 consortia approved under Gateway 2; Diploma positional statements now on 150 HEI websites; ULN system up and running; £23m put in to support rural consortia; £81m put in to support practitioner training; progress under way on Phase 4 Diplomas; QCA guidance on progression and Science/maths published; ‘league’ table points confirmed
· And amongst the less favourable: a sharp critique from Smithers/Robinson; some pointed questions from the Public Accounts Committee; a TES headline about the nature of work experience; a lack of interest from the independent sector and variable concerns about employer engagement, Functional Skill delivery and the tardiness of the IAG Strategy

· The announcement that number of learners starting in September likely to be just 20,000 largely at level 2, provokes further comments

· No big bang launch but the Sec of State soothes with his claim that we need to get things right first

· Some see the spring announcement of a further 3 ‘subject – based’ lines as further evidence of a return to Tomlinson; “we’re all neo – Toms” Ken Boston exudes

· But Nuffield and the Assoc of School and College Leaders press ahead with thoughts on an English Bac; see it as the best way to bridge the traditional ac – voc divide

· Others also looking to the future and how Diplomas might evolve, perhaps more creative opportunities such as nesting bits of one level in another, co – teaching, personalising Additional And Specialist Learning

· For the present, funding to be routed through Local Authorities for 14 – 16 provision but on basis of  LSC formula for 16 – 18

· Targeted funds continue to be tipped in but overall funding model likely to await transfer of 16 – 18 funding from the LSC and completion of review of schools funding

· Key document of the year so far is the 14 – 19 Qualification Strategy for which consultation closes in June

· The Strategy sets out to tidy up the current framework hence AEAs and Applied GCEs put on notice, streamline the future framework around defined “suites” and set the conditions for the 2013 review

· Main interest lies in the new machinery and criteria for determining future provision and funding
· The machinery includes termly and biennial reviews through the Joint Committee; the criteria refer to the stand – alone quals and include volume, need, effectiveness, availability and value for money

· Everything lined up for the major review of the whole system in 2013


Joint Committee for Qualifications Approval (JCQA)

· Further piece of machinery brought in to support the 14 – 19 qualification framework
· Main role is to keep an overview of what’s on offer and advise the Sec of State about the balance of provision and what should be funded

· Will do this through a ‘light touch’ termly review of the system along with a biennial deeper dive to ensure match between need and offer
· Committee live in December 08, first biennial review due Dec 09
Key Stages 1, 2, 3
· Mixed views as the spring ‘league’ tables confirm a one percentage point increase in last year’s Key Stage 3 English and science tests but an equivalent drop in maths

· The Schools Minister quick to point to new resource packs and increase in support for maths
· But worries simmer about a further drop this year following changes to the marking system

· More promisingly the Sec of State kicks off the National Year of Reading with a monthly list of themed activities while research released on World Book Day in March suggests children reading more and watching telly less though boys yet to embrace the world of Tracy Beaker
· Elsewhere, as reported earlier, this year’s SATs cause grief but the Rose ‘independent’ review of the primary curriculum brings hope

· 7 ‘labours’ set for Rose including how to strengthen the 3Rs, use of languages, development of the whole child, secondary transfer and helping summer babies

· Interim Report due end of Oct, final Report end of March 2009

Labour

· “Now is not the time to slow down our reform but to step up the pace;” Ed Balls tries to rally the troops at the Labour Spring Conference in March
· The Prime Minister claims not to have lost his ‘passion’ for education and certainly both education depts busy but these are difficult times

· Some core reforms proving intractable including school truancy, basic skills and widening HE participation, the Government resorting to a series of policy launches and announcements to try and raise the spirits

· The strap lines slightly different post Blair, ‘unlocking talent, unleashing potential,’ investing in the future’ and ‘a land of dreams and opportunities’ as Gordon Brown focuses more sharply on support for children, employability, social mobility, welfare reform, school standards

· Many of these reflected in the PM’s two keynote speeches of the year
· The first, at the Spring Conference, defines 5 reform priorities: a new economic policy designed to reward talent and skills; a new social and welfare policy to equip people with the skills of the future; a programme of new education reforms focusing on excellence for all; a new form of politics placing power in the hands of the people; a new personalised service
· Each priority noticeably preceded by the word ‘new’
· The second is the social mobility speech in June; a familiar sermon of better childcare, support for families, basics in schools, staying on to 18 and training at work, but a clear sign of the new Labour hymn book

· How far the economic and political climate will allow the Prime Minister to realise his ‘land of dreams and opportunities’ now becomes an open question

Learning and Skills Council (LSC)

· The Raising Expectations White Paper in March confirms the inevitable; “the LSC will cease to exist when the Skills Funding Agency comes into being, expected to be in autumn 2010”
· So 10 years on from Blunkett’s “most significant and far – reaching reform ever enacted in post – 16 learning in this country” the LSC gives way to a more direct, potentially less formalised system for funding adult learning
· It’s not that the LSC has performed badly, it’s just that the thinking has moved on

· Signs on the wall following last year’s proposal to shift 16- 19 funding to Local Authorities

· LSC already working closely with successor systems but plenty of work still to do as importance of adult skills continues to grow, targets remain and funding systems change

· Two years to go but already some damp handkerchiefs 

Learning and Skills Improvement Service (LSIS)

· The new FE sector improvement body gains a name and a remit
· Formed from the merger of QIA and CEL, the teeth whistling title is significant; LSIS is not just another agency, more a sector owned service
· LSIS will work closely with the Single Voice, the Nat Improvement Partnership Board and others to help the drive toward self – regulation

· Considerable support for the concept in earlier consultation though some scepticism about yet more re – arranging of the deckchairs
· Some familiar names now on board, funding and governance being established, corporate plan due in the autumn, useful bark to add to the Single Voice

Machinery of Government changes (MoG)

· The Raising Expectations White Paper in March brings a raft of MOG changes
· Presented as ‘just some essential back office changes,’ considerable furniture ends up being moved 
· This latest round of changes triggered by last year’s sub national review and the splitting up of education into two depts 

· The changes signal the extent of two systems one pre and one post – 19 and herald the arrival of different planning and funding models respectively 
· Pre – 19 lead role granted to Local Authorities tasked with planning and providing for all young people’s services 

· At 14 – 19 they will be supported in varying degrees by a new hand on the shoulder in the form of the Young People’s Learning Agency and with planning advice from RDAs and Government Offices
· At 16 – 18, a uniform funding system will be developed and provision agreed in regional planning forums before being commissioned

· Post – 19, the door closes on the LSC though not until 2010, not before enabling legislation has been passed and not without the odd tear of regret
· In its place will step the Skills Funding Agency housing some big areas of activity in the Nat Apprenticeship Service (NAS,) the Nat Employer Service (NES,) the Adult Advancement and Careers Service (AACS) and Offender Learning (OLASS)

· The SFA will be a dedicated funding agency, closer to Government and its targets but with limited planning capacity 

· Effectively it will channel funding to meet defined priorities, will oversee provider performance and ‘manage’ the market place though more the funding than the planning of it
· Consultation closes on the proposals in early June with plenty of questions flying around about just how the two systems might operate and how far the furniture should be nailed down this time

National Challenge

· Launched in June as the latest initiative to raise standards in schools 
· Aimed at the 638 secondary schools where less than 30% of pupils gain 5 good GCSEs inc English and maths

· 26 Academies on the list, other concentrations in Bristol, Sandwell, Manchester, Barnsley; strangely many of the schools collared have already received ‘good’ Ofsted Reports
· Government sets 50 day deadline to come up with an action plan and doubles the money to £400m to ensure no school below target by 2011

· Some squeals about the tight schedule but many expected to hit benchmark by 2009 and Ofsted claim that 90% of Notice to improve schools do so within a year

· The Challenge based on the London Challenge which has worked successfully in London since 2003 and is due to spread to Greater Manchester and the Black Country in September

· Ingredients include National Challenge Advisers-super SIPS for each school, stronger performance management systems, coaching for senior staff, one to one tuition in core subjects, a National Challenge Advisory Panel
· Ultimately schools could be amalgamated, transformed into Academies or cast into National Challenge Trusts
· Much talk of going the extra mile but Chris Woodhead condemns it “as just a transparent attempt to convince us that the Government’s education cupboard is not bare” even though some fangs may be
National Skills Academies
· 9 now in place, 3 more in the planning stage, 12 the target by year end
· The 5 joining the club this year include Process industries (Chemical, Pharmaceuticals and Polymer industries) and the Nuclear industry both launched in January; Sport and Active Leisure, Creative and Cultural and Hospitality in early May

· In addition, a new E3 (Electrical and Electronic Engineering) Academy launched to help boost engineering related degree courses

· £180m in capital set aside for 4th round of bidding in June

· Slightly different flavour this time, bigger emphasis on innovation, new pathfinder network due to be announced in the autumn, greater reliance on Training Quality Standard in determining network of providers

· Aim is for self sufficiency after 4 years but some spoon feeding still likely
Ofqual

· Consultation closes in March and Ofqual enters the fray in interim form in April as the new independent regulator of standards
· Enabling legislation to follow in the autumn
· Consultation broadly supportive though some concern about the lack of fine detail, further discussions to follow on the exact nature of its powers

· For the present, Ofqual’s remit covers qualifications and assessments in England from Foundation Stage up to but not including first degree level

· Aim is “to safeguard standards” but will need broad shoulders as expectation and interest intense, not least from the media

· Will operate at a more strategic level, accrediting awarding organisations rather than individual qualifications

· Arrives at a time of unprecedented qualification change and with accreditation being extended to ‘external’ organisations
· Already confirmed it will carry out ‘an in depth review of the assessment system in England’ and an autumn seminar on subject comparability but in tray likely to be big
Ofsted
· Ofsted continue to refine the model of school inspections in England

· Context is continuing worrying gaps in performance between schools and, according to the Chief Inspector, some stalling of standards

· Latest proposals released in May, open for consultation until early August, due to be implemented from Sept 2009

· 5 main proposals: trialling of unannounced visits; more proportionate inspections; criteria added to the grading scale; greater involvement of institutional managers; greater responsiveness to parents

· Ofsted pretty busy in its first year as a super inspection agency following the amalgamation of the inspectorates in 2007; over 53,000 inspections  conducted covering 8,100 schools, 138 colleges and 41 Authorities

· 6 priorities over the next 3 years, a tightening budget, £230.5m currently down to £199.9m by 2010 but the knock on the door still feared by some
Olympics
· Costs may be rising but the push is on to highlight the economic and skills benefits, sustainability the key word
· Olympic Delivery Authority sets out its employment and skills strategy in Feb, construction workforce alone expected to peak at 10,000, being supported by a specialist National Skills Academy for Construction; aim is for 2,000 apprenticeships and for 7% of the workforce to come from local unemployed

· Government publishes its own business opportunities Paper in May

· Titled Springboard for Success, it claims London 2012 will ‘generate £6bn in business contracts with 75,000 supply chain opportunities’

· Creates the London 2012 Business Network to help business bid for opportunities

· Not all London based, almost half of current business opportunities have gone outside London

· Government keen to see the Games as a business catalyst, Becks brought in to help Boris collect the torch at Beijing 08
Qualifications and Curriculum Development Agency (QCDA)

· With half of QCA sent to Coventry to become Ofqual, the remainder emerges as the QCDA

· Freed from regulatory responsibilities, it will be an advisory body for Ministers on the curriculum and its delivery

· Some unease in the consultation about its role in the adult framework and the Government promises to review its role in 2010 but for the present it will have its hands full with the QF, FLT, FS and developing qual criteria

Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF)

· The two years of tests and trials draw to a close and population of the promised new flexible framework begins
· The aim is to ‘establish the framework for a majority of vocational qualifications by 2010’ with funding diverted to support them

· The QCF a central part of the wider UK Voc Qual Review programme that has been beavering away for 5 years but in many ways is the most important and most challenging bit of the whole thing; large parts of the Skills Strategy hang on having a more flexible, responsive adult qual system

· Enormous challenges around the nature of units, use of credit, ownership of titles and what will be funded
· New regulatory arrangements take shape following consultation, some leeway on titles and ownership, wiring being fixed
· Final Report to Ministers in June, big decisions awaited
Schools

· The National Challenge may hang over some schools but it’s the extent of change going on that provides the challenge to most
· A new duty to support the well – being of their pupils and promote community cohesion on the one hand, grappling with 14 – 19 developments and subject developments on the other

· 79 new schools gain specialist status in June bringing the total to 92% of maintained secondary schools with 42 now running as Trusts
· Government still seeking to create, as the Children’s Plan put it, ‘the 21st century school of the future’

· For the present, slight 0.8% increase in independent school numbers despite average 5.7% increase in fees and launch of 23 Independent State School Partnerships to support the gifted and talented
· Interestingly the rise in independent school numbers fuelled by a 5.6% increase in entry of under 5s, theories fly as to why, many suggest continuing middle class concern with condition of state education

· However, claims of a record rise in post – 16 participation rates generally, 1.6m or 78% 16 – 18 yr olds now participating in some form 

· Admissions procedures still a worry to many despite changes to the Code; Government claim 82% of children get first preference, 94% an offer for one of their top 3 choices but 120,000 out of 560,000 families fail to get their first choice
· Government subsequently proposes further simplifications to the admissions system, a standard form, co – ordinated by the home Authority, one point of enquiry, all references to voluntary financial contributions removed
· Another issue is pupil behaviour despite earlier Steer Report; Government support Individual Support Orders (ISOs,) the Youth Taskforce release an Action Plan but most contentious proposal appears in a May White Paper which argues for changes to the Pupil Referral Unit (PRU) model
· Suggests encouraging private and specialist companies to take over PRUs, existing schools take a share of excluded pupils and the introduction of studio schools

· Truancy also a big issue; latest figures reveal a worrying rise in numbers, 63,000 pupils a day missing lessons despite Government spending nearly 1bn and setting numerous targets over the last 10 years, although in all fairness much of the truancy concentrated in a 7% hard core
· At a subject level, new GCEs starting, revised GCSEs coming, Diplomas starting, revised Key Stage 3 limbering up, oral tests for MFL to change, action plan for Geography to be extended and new resources and a new centre to support STEM subjects
· All backed up by more regular, on line updates for parents of pupil progress, staring in secondary schools in Sept 08 and in primary schools in 2010

· Plans drawn up to accelerate the Building Schools for the Future programme with a 7th wave due early 2009; the tide beginning to turn?

Skills

· The LSC’s annual National Employer Skills Survey, now in its 5th year, finds a fairly familiar state of affairs in its latest survey

· The proportion of the workforce with skills gaps basically static, the proportion of employers reporting skills gaps dropping, the proportion of the workforce receiving training up slightly

· But 3 key questions surface: are we improving fast enough to do more than just catch up; what effect will the economic downturn have especially on employer engagement; what impact is migration and the changing demography having on the workforce?

· The answers seem to be no, uncertain and not sure in that order

· On the economic impact of migration, the Government and the House of Lords lock horns but both agree with an IPPR Report that many post EU enlargement migrants heading home

· DIUS launch its ‘High level skills’ consultation in April

· Strong case made for strengthening the country’s high level skill base and meeting Leitch targets, many competitor countries well ahead

· “There is latent demand for higher level skills within the workforce but releasing it will require changes to the design, delivery and funding of learning to be more responsive to employer needs”

· Government promising funding for additional 60,000 higher level places by 2010/11 but wants to see closer and more innovative working between HE and business and a greater focus on employability
· Will the Leitch agenda save us all?

· The DIUS Select Committee begin a major Inquiry into life after Leitch but quickly become bogged down in tales of system complexity; “I do not think there is an employer in the land who understands what the elements of the new system are” Chris Humphries tells the Committee
· His organisation currently counting up all the bits as part of its report to Parliament; current figure reported to be over 100
· Other questions the Committee confront include: do SSCs have an important role? (yes, if they focus on the demand side and have get more resources;) are the targets a good thing? (employers don’t care about them but they do measure behaviour;) was Leitch right? (it was a good summary and analysis but necessarily making progress;) has it made a difference? (we have not seen enough to give it a definitive yes)
· Either way, Government keen to press ahead: 9 new bodies announced this year; 5 ‘deaths’ of bodies but an ever increasing number of initiatives 

· Some initiatives about funding – an entitlement to free training at level 3 for 19 – 25 yr olds and the Apprenticeship Credit; some about structures – Multi Area Agreements and City Strategy Pathfinders; and some changes to existing schemes – Train to Gain and skills brokers
· But they keep coming

Skill Compacts

· The latest re – adjustment in the skills system emerges in early summer as Skills Compacts are signed with 4 critical sectors: Construction, Hospitality, Processing and Manufacturing, and Engineering

· The aim is to flex up part of Train to Gain budgets to allow each to focus better on identified training needs for the future
· In return, each sector will encourage greater take – up of Government skills programmes

· Commitments on both sides but throws into question the relationship with current SSC prioritisation of voc quals and SQSs

· Other Compacts expected in pursuit of better fit and join

Time to Train

· A significant proposal in amongst the proposed legislative programme for next year 
· Would give employees who had worked for their employer for 26 weeks a legal right to ask for time off to undertake training

· The training could be accredited or non – accredited but must be related to improving the bottom line

· Could affect up to 19m employees but as yet is only England wide
· All part of the ‘unlocking talent initiative,’ creating “an opportunity rich Britain” but big boost to the skills agenda and Leitch 

· Presently a third of employers don’t train, Train to Gain is under spent and 8m employees left with no training each year
· The model is the current right to request flexible working currently available for parents of children under 6, parents of disabled children and adult carers

· At present 14m employees work flexibly and the recent Walsh Report proposes extending the right to parents of children up to age 16

· Right to request time to train intended to complement this; employers could refuse if the training is not business related but 90% of requests to work flexibly are approved in some form and there is an appeals system
· Legislation expected to be in place by 2010 and Government proposing to defer its 2010 review into whether a statutory right to workplace training should be introduced for employees without a level 2 to 2014/15 as a result
Training Quality Standard (TQS) 

· The TQS, formerly known as the Standard, is formally launched in May

· 31 providers of high class training already accredited, including some colleges, training providers and employers’ also interest from HE

· Taking over from CoVES as the training and development kitemark to have over the door

· A demanding accreditation process – 2 key measures: responsiveness and vocational excellence but good for positioning
Train to Gain

· Sighs of relief as further flexibilities added in June
· A new Plan for Growth last year, significant Budget money added this year, TtG remains at the heart of Government skills policy

· Currently ‘touching’ 80,000 employers, 80% satisfaction rating, learner starts up to 450,000 , target of 750,000 by 2010/11

· But claims of underspends, money being used on training that would have happened anyway and patchy brokerage in other quarters
· Latest flexibilities include a 3% annual increase in base funding rates, support for additional as well as first full level 2s, level 3 and Skills for Life

· A new marketing strategy, more sector compacts, extended provider contracts and dual apprenticeship provision start to make TtG more of a flexible friend

UK Commission for Employment and Skills (UKCES)
· Proposed by Leitch, the Commission is launched at the beginning of April
· A 20 strong board, a respected chief exec, a remit “to strengthen the employer voice, deliver greater leadership and influence and to achieve the best from the employment and skills systems” and a critical role

· Initial interest in the SSC re – licensing process due to start later this year and be completed by the end of the next year, and in how far the Commission can bring ‘order’ to the system but forthcoming Business Plan likely to sketch out a range of detailed projects

· Current projects include how best to develop employability skills (best practice manual due before year end,) how to ensure better LMI, overcoming barriers to employee demand, skills utilisation and the customer ‘journey’ – pretty frustrating by all accounts
· First State of the Nation Report due to Parliament in March 2009, all eyes on whether a dagger is raised above the system and where

Williams Report
· Sir Peter Williams’ Report on primary school maths comes out in May

· It follows a Report from the think tank Reform which argues that maths has been emasculated, shorn of its rigour and excitement – reduced to a tick box exercise

· Poor old maths has been in the spotlight for some time with worries about declining standards, reductions in the numbers taking maths at A level and university and worrying stories of the impact on the economy generally
· The Government doing its bit through the National Strategy, the National Centre of Excellence in the Teaching of Maths and the emphasis on STEM
· The Williams Report calls for specialist maths champions in every primary school and a greater emphasis on mental maths, wants to take the fear out of maths kids
· Government promising to invest £24m over the next 3 yrs to start to train the 13,000 primary specialists needed; will also look at incentive payments and training 
· Programme to begin in 2009, Gov keen all children should be competent in basic maths by age 7 and to fulfil Children’s Plan goal that by 2020 at least 90% of children achieve the standard level for their age in Eng and maths 

· But 2 further problems highlighted; maths has a poor image amongst the young – too many tweed jackets not enough Carol Vordermans, secondly, a belief that it’s OK to admit not being able to do maths
· Keen to see it as cool to be good at maths, more chic than geek

Young People’s Learning Agency (YPLA)
· A new ‘slim line budgetary’ agency for the 14 – 19 landscape announced in the Raising Expectations White Paper
· It will work with Local Authorities to help ensure commissioned plans fit within budget

· Will also manage the national funding formula, support regional planning and generally whip things strategically into line 14 – 19 wise where necessary

· Finding a spare chair around the local planning table may be the problem

Edexcel Policy Watches are intended to help colleagues keep up to date with national developments. Information is correct at the time of writing and is offered in good faith. No liability is accepted for decisions made on the basis of information given.
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