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Introduction
At times, the events of 2020 have felt as though they’ve brought 
the world to a halt, at others, as though they have accelerated 
the pace of change.

The education landscape evolved quickly throughout the year, 
both in response to, and in spite of, the coronavirus crisis. 
The Government published its response to the first stage review 
of post-16 qualifications, while ploughing forward with the 
introduction of T-Levels in September.

The single year Spending Review saw an increased budget for 
colleges, with £375 million being made available for the new 
National Skills Fund, including an allocation of £95 million to fund 
adults who finished their education aged 16 to undertake a Level 
3 qualification.

With a full  3-year Spending Review expected in autumn 2021, 
alongside (or perhaps following) responses to the Augar Review, 
the Independent Review of TEF and a Skills White Paper, it is clear 
that the significant pace of change is set to continue. 

During 2020, away from teaching, we welcomed the publication 
of the Government’s Research and Development roadmap 
which laid the foundations for investing 2.4% of GDP in R&D and 
innovation by 2027. In the context of the Government’s wider and 
much touted “levelling-up” agenda there is talk of rebalancing 
research investment between north and south. However, the 
rebalancing that more urgently needs to take place is between 
blue skies and the kind of translational research which makes 
tangible social and economic impact – and there appears to be 
a growing awareness in Whitehall that this funding uplift provides 
an opportunity to invest in this area, without sacrificing our 
historic focus on research excellence.

On the following pages you will find a selection of articles that 
LSBU has put forward in response to these issues. I do hope you 
enjoy reading them, as we look forward to 2021.

Professor Dave Phoenix, Vice-Chancellor and Chief Executive, 
London South Bank University Group
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Wicked problems: what 
should be included in the 
HE curriculum?

Wonkhe, January 2020

In seeking to ensure students are “fit for the 
modern workplace”, the government has 
increasingly involved employers in the design 
and delivery of education programmes. The 
clearest example is the new apprenticeship 
standards for which Trailblazer employer 
groups have designed occupational 
standards including for apprenticeships at 
higher and degree level. These standards are 
also informing the new T-levels and potentially 
new higher technical qualifications at levels 
four and five.

Many universities, including London South 
Bank, embrace the involvement of employers 
in developing courses whether that is through 
professional bodies or more directly through 
employer advisory panels. However, the 
new emphasis on “employer-led” education 
raises questions about the balance between 
providing education to support a career and 
simply training for a job.

Apprenticeship standards have received 
criticism for being too job-specific and static 
at a time when rapid changes are occurring 
in the workplace (Germany has around 330 
standards in total while the UK already has 
513 standards approved for delivery with 
another 110 in development). Some of these UK 
standards are extremely narrow – for example, 
Builder Services Engineering Ductwork Installer.

Although the limitations of the higher and 
degree apprenticeship standards are arguably 
overcome by the broader education provided 
by the associated degree, this is not true in 
the 20+ level six and seven apprenticeships 
currently approved without any prescribed HE 
qualification.

To give another example, under the 
government’s proposals for higher technical 
qualifications, to qualify for full funding for the 
delivery of a qualification at level four or five in 
the future, it is possible that a university may 
have to submit a qualification to the Institute 
for Apprenticeships and Technical Education 
for approval. Employers may be clear what 
skills they want their candidates to have, 
but I believe few would argue that they are 
qualified to judge what a higher education 
qualification should look like.

Most universities would, I believe, endorse the 
idea of courses being informed by the needs 
of employers. However, we need to find a way 
to facilitate educational providers in balancing 
short term employer (and government) 
requirements and long term learner needs.

One year ago today we 
received ministerial approval 
for the designation of a 
new subsidiary, South Bank 
Colleges (SBC), to deliver 
further education. That 
same day, Lambeth College 
in south London merged 
with SBC, becoming part 
of the London South Bank 
University (LSBU) Group. 
This was the culmination 
of almost three years’ work 
with the Department for 
Education to establish a 
national pilot for an innovative 
corporate structure aimed at 
recognising the distinctiveness 
of further education and 
higher education whilst, from 
a student and employer 
perspective, providing an 
integrated approach to 
learning pathways, support 
and guidance
For the University, this 
represented the next step in 
our work to create a Family 
of Educational Providers – 
an alternative approach to 
supporting learners through 
today’s complex educational 
landscape. In addition to the 
University and the College, 
the ‘family’ comprises a Multi-
Academy Trust (South Bank 
Academies); our Passmore 
Centre for Professional and 
Technical Education which 
focuses on apprenticeships; 
and LSBU’s commercial 
arm (South Bank University 
Enterprises).

By bringing together this 
collection of like-minded 
but distinct specialist 
organisations, we aim to 
provide a genuine choice for 
learners between technical, 
vocational and academic 
pathways. At the same 
time, we can focus on the 
needs of individual students, 
ensuring that each one can 
build the portfolio of skills, 
experience and qualifications 
they need to achieve their 
ambitions. The model requires 
recognition of the importance 
of each sector – schools, 
further education, higher 
education – to people and 
place, and regards each 
entity as a specialist in its 
own right. Not better or worse, 
but different. A diversity to be 
celebrated.
With the Government showing 
a renewed interest in further 
education, and the College 
of the Future Commission 
developing recommendations 
for what we will need from our 
colleges from 2030 onwards, 
our one year anniversary 
seems like an appropriate 
time to reflect on the 
challenges and opportunities 
we have faced so far in 
providing this integrated 
educational model.

Much of our initial work with 
colleagues at the College has 
been to address some of the 
results of the long-standing 
under-investment in further 
education - principally by 
creating a safer environment 
for staff and students by 
addressing various health and 
safety concerns within the 
building. We also supported 
the College finance team 
in the ongoing process of 
reducing its running deficit 
by establishing more robust 
financial management, 
and have implemented 
group-wide HR systems, risk 
management processes, 
internal and external 
audit services and finance 
systems. Alongside this, we 
are moving towards the 
implementation of service 
and system collaborations 
in ICT, compliance, catering, 
procurement, and estates 
development; and have 
already established direct 
management links across 
the respective outreach and 
recruitment teams in order to 
help grow learner numbers at 
the College. At the same time, 
staff have benefited directly; 
many are now participating 
in a wide range of continuing 
professional development 
opportunities alongside their 
university colleagues. And 
the lowest earners have been 
brought up to the London 
Living Wage in line with the 
University’s policies.

One year on from the Lambeth 
College and LSBU merger

HEPI, January 2020
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However, whilst these operational changes 
are increasing effectiveness across the 
Group, they are secondary to the benefits 
for the learners. There is an acknowledged 
problem with the Level 3 to Level 4 transition in 
England. In 2015/16, of the 1.1 million learners in 
further education that completed an eligible 
learning aim, only 10 per cent went on to an 
apprenticeship or study for a qualification at 
Level 4 or higher.

Collaboration between the two sectors has 
helped us further understand the higher 
education needs and aspirations of potential 
students. This has enabled us to improve 
their experience, help smooth transition 
and develop joint access and participation 
planning to support access to university 
from the College. This has already seen a 
nine per cent increase in Lambeth College 
students progressing to higher education. 
The College has also been able to assist the 
University in supporting NHS staff seeking to 
access to higher and degree apprenticeships 
in nursing. Many do not have the required 
English and maths qualifications and need 
additional support to achieve them. The 
College has extensive and excellent provision 
in ESOL English (English for speakers of Other 
Languages) and maths provision and is able 
to augment the University’s work by providing 
additional expertise and resource.

One of the biggest impediments to 
progression from Level 3 to Level 4 is a lack 
of clear pathways. With this in mind, we are 
using Standard Occupational Classifications 
(SOC) analysis to align course offers (including 
apprenticeship programmes) at the College 
and University into clear career pathways. 
This does not mean attempting to force every 
student at the College into higher education. 

It’s about ensuring that, for those who wish to 
follow a technical route, there are clear and 
accessible pathways into much needed Level 
4 and Level 5 qualifications as well as degree 
level study and, indeed, beyond. In doing so 
we can widen participation and tackle our 
skills shortages.

It has been a challenging but exciting 
year, and it will no doubt take some time to 
realise our vision fully. But new opportunities 
arise week by week. Joint discussions with 
employers focus on their needs and those of 
their learners, untrammelled by any jostling 
for income. Working together has opened 
up new funding opportunities. Progression to 
higher education has increased; so too has 
the take up of adult education. We are now 
looking at progression links between South 
Bank Academies and South Bank Colleges. 
Those students with an interest in more 
academic courses can focus on A-Level routes 
at the Academy; those with a more applied 
focus can take BTECs or apprenticeships at 
the university technical college; and in the 
near future, those who wish to take a more 
vocational route will also have the option to 
transfer to the College.

But one thing stands out more than anything 
else. The goodwill and willingness to 
collaborate amongst the further education 
and higher education staff has been truly 
remarkable. This is in turn generating immense 
and exciting creativity and I am sure that were 
this approach to be replicated elsewhere it 
has the power to introduce some new and 
productive energy to both higher and further 
education.
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Research funding, 
universities and 
the place agenda

NCUB, February 2020 

While regionalism and place 
have been climbing the 
agenda for several years, a 
new Conservative majority 
built on a swathe of northern, 
de-industrialised towns, 
has given the Government 
a stronger impetus than 
ever to boost regional 
economic growth and tackle 
the entrenched structural 
problems within the UK 
economy.

A commitment has already 
been made to increase 
spending on research and 
development from 1.7 to 
2.4% of GDP (and eventually 
3%). This represents a huge 
uplift – more than double 
our current investment levels 
and around £60 billion in 
today’s money. If met, it 
represents a huge opportunity 
to boost domestic growth. In 
that context, examining the 
relationship between R&D 
and local economic growth 
seemed like a timely topic for 
the 9th roundtable in London 
South Bank University’s 
ongoing Policy Breakfast 
Series.
One of the most fundamental 
issues addressed was how 
we define place and region 
both in terms of delivery and 
local accountability. Local 
accountability exists on a 
number of different levels – 
from councils (be they district, 
county or unified) and LEPs to 

metro mayors and combined 
regional authorities. It has 
also become clear that, 
whereas regional funding 
initiatives in the past have 
focused on cities (such as 
the Northern Powerhouse 
partnership), the places most 
left behind are the towns on 
their outskirts which have 
never recovered from de-
industrialisation. Although 
at one level there may be a 
concern that money passed 
to cities may not reach these 
towns, regional cities too are 
crying out for investment. 
Outside London, Bristol is the 
only city region in England 
which had labour productivity 
above the UK average in 2017.

The complexity of local 
accountability and devolved 
control is exacerbated 
when we overlay one type 
of funding over another. 
We are moving to a 
funding landscape which 
includes a wide range of 
sources including the UK 
Shared Prosperity Fund, the 
Connecting Capability Fund, 
Industrial Strategy Challenge 
Fund and the Strength in 
Places Fund. Coordinated 
funding decisions will be 
required to ensure the 
greatest economic and social 
benefits. It was therefore very 
welcome to hear that UKRI 
and BEIS are now developing 
a place-

based strategy towards R&D 
taking into account both the 
2.4% R&D ambition and the 
development of the UKSPF. 
There was a clear consensus 
that there was no one-size-
fits all policy and that different 
solutions would be needed 
for different areas. And just as 
there needed to be new and 
flexible definitions of place, 
there also needed to be wider 
definitions of excellence.

A fundamental research 
collaboration between the 
University of Cambridge 
and a nearby med-tech 
company, is likely to look very 
different from a translational 
collaboration between the 
University of Huddersfield 
and a local engineering firm. 
Both are excellent in their 
own right but different. If 
we are to support a wider 
range of research, we will 
need a richer definition of 
excellence encapsulating a 
wider range of impact even 
possibly including social and 
geographic factors.

As things stand, the 
measurement of research 
excellence by field-weighted 
citations, provides little 
incentive for researchers 
to tackle local social or 
economic issues and funding 
for fundamental research 
far outweighs that of 
translational research. Only 

https://www.ncub.co.uk/blog/research-funding-universities-and-the-place-agenda
https://www.ncub.co.uk/blog/research-funding-universities-and-the-place-agenda
https://www.ncub.co.uk/blog/research-funding-universities-and-the-place-agenda


8 / A Year in Higher Education 2020 9 / A Year in Higher Education 2020

1% of the public R&D budget for example, is 
allocated to Innovate UK core grants. This 
prevents our world leading discoveries being 
translated into tangible economic and social 
benefit.

It was hoped by attendees of our breakfast 
meeting that the introduction of the KEF 
(Knowledge Exchange Framework) might soon 
serve as a counterbalance to this by raising 
the esteem for collaborative research between 
universities and businesses. However, given 
that the Higher Education Innovation Fund is 
only worth £250 million, out of approximately 
the £35 billion spent on R&D, only an increase 
in funding for this applied research and 
innovation is likely to drive behaviour change.

The uplift to 2.4% provides the opportunity to 
address this disparity seriously – providing 
substantial investment into the kind of applied 
and translational research that can drive 
economic and social improvement on the 
ground without sacrificing our support of 
excellence.

A funding shift of this kind will help change 
the mind-set of academics and universities, 
encouraging them to further engage with 
their local communities and to ensure that 
their research outcomes have meaning to 
their local stakeholders – providing both 
economic and policy impact. The health 
sector is one potential model to look towards 
– receiving one of the highest proportions of 
translational research, many academics within 
health schools also continue their professional 
practice and therefore understand the needs 
of end service users.

And Higher Education Institutions, as 
anchor institutions within their communities, 
are uniquely placed to support this – 
providing a key interface between research 
infrastructure, local businesses and public 
sector organisations, to tackle local issues. 
Universities need to engage in shaping how 
they can best contribute.

7 changes the government 
must make to grow 
technical education

FE Week, October 2020

The prime minister’s speech on further 
and higher education this week and the 
forthcoming FE white paper present a huge 
opportunity to grow post-16 technical 
education.

But growing technical education requires local 
and national change.

In 2019 we launched LSBU Group which is 
made up of two secondary schools, one FE 
college and one HE provider, London South 
Bank University (LSBU). We work closely 
together to deliver high-quality technical 
education across the group.

Our partnership offers students easier 
opportunities to transfer between technical, 
vocational and academic pathways; and we 
actively encourage them to take advantage 
of the wide range of courses run throughout 
the group.

On June 22, LSBU hosted a policy roundtable, 
chaired by former education secretary Damian 
Hinds, to discuss how we can strengthen 
post-16 technical education. We were joined 
by Department for Education colleagues, two 
universities, two FE trade bodies, six education 
think-tanks’ representatives, four awarding 
bodies, two business groups and a training-
provider body.
There was wide-ranging consensus on what is 
needed to grow technical education.

First, we must focus the English post-16 
technical system on the needs of the UK 
economy and students, rather than cutting 
and pasting a system from Germany or 
elsewhere. 

Second, greater collaboration rather than 
competition, is needed between post-
16 education providers. In particular, the 
roundtable called for the reform of the deeply 
siloed UK education system.

This particularly affects the 60 per cent of 
learners who do not follow the one clearly 
mapped pathway – GCSEs to A-Levels to 
university. The funding can discourage schools 
from allowing pupils to transfer to other 
perhaps more skills-oriented provision (for 
example, from an academy to a UTC) and 
schools hold on to their “most able” pupils in 
sixth form, pushing them towards pre-defined 
routes (e.g. bachelor degrees at university). 
Provision needs to be much more closely 
knitted together, working for the benefit of 
students, not institutions.

Third, we must resolve the often “disputed 
territory” between colleges and universities 
over levels 4 and 5 courses. Many FE colleges 
have small levels 4 and 5 cohorts and face 
financial challenges that affect course 
content, quality and learner progression. 
Some universities fail to differentiate between 
standalone levels 4 and 5 and degree 
programmes.

To resolve this we need more collaboration 
between FE and HE institutions.

The complex quality assurance regimes 
at levels 4 and 5 also need simplifying. For 
example, a level 4 Higher National Certificate 
taught at universities is quality assured by the 
Office for Students and the Quality Assurance 
Agency for Higher Education, whereas a 
Higher National Certificate taught at a college 
is quality assured by Ofqual and Ofsted. The 
additional cost and complexity makes this a 
difficult set-up for universities and colleges.

The fifth point is to make it easier for students 
to move between standalone level 4, level 5 
and degree level. If a college delivers level 
4 courses without clear local pathways to 
level 5 and 6, this can prevent students from 
progressing.
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Our LSBU Group approach 
would not suit every 
institution, but it has clear 
benefits for learners and may 
provide a model for other 
institutions.

But we can’t do it all locally. 
The government must make 
maintenance loans available 
for all level 4 learners so all 
those studying high-quality 
courses at this level can 
receive support for living 
costs – not just those on a 
degree, but those doing a 
higher apprenticeship, level 4 
diploma or level 4 NVQ too.
Our final, and seventh, point is 
there must be a government 
register of designated level 
4 and 5 provider institutions, 

enabling them to apply 
for additional funding. This 
would strengthen technical 
education by increasing 
resources needed to deliver 
high quality personalised 
learning.

On Tuesday, Boris Johnson 
said FE colleges will “access 
funding on the same terms as 
our most famous universities”, 
but we need clear details on 
this to be published.

Billions of pounds and millions 
of jobs depend on growing 
post-16 technical education. 
The FE white paper is the 
perfect place to start.
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The College of the Future Points the 
way forward for HE-FE collaboration

Wonkhe, November 2020

Government funding and regulatory decisions have, 
over decades, created an education system of silos. We 
desperately need to replace these silos with structures that 
enable everyone to access high-quality education that works 
for them when they need it.

The new report by the Independent Commission on the 
College of the Future sets out the need for a creative and 
collaborative approach to post-16 education and skills which 
addresses unproductive competition between institutions and 
advocates an approach where the learner is at the heart of 
the system.

For learners not on the “standard” GCSE to degree track, we 
need not just a ladder but a scramble net of opportunity that 
enables them to travel both up, down and across educational 
levels – to upskill and reskill whatever their circumstance. 
Different ages, locations, learning styles and abilities, part-
time and full-time requirements, career aspirations – these all 
militate against a simple ladder metaphor.

For half the population, 
education and educational 
pathways are not simple 
linear progressions that can 
be marked by exams at 
particular ages. Government 
attempts to simplify and 
regiment restrict learner 
choice and opportunity. 
We need more creativity in 
education, and we need to 
enable local partnerships 
that can provide the advice 
and guidance people of 
all ages require if we are 
to deliver lifelong learning. 
Such partnerships will need 
to facilitate educational 
collaboration between 
institutions, both horizontally 
and vertically to make a “net” 
and enable institutions to 
specialise. If we are to boost 
level 4 attainment truly, they 
will also need to consider the 
role of academies alongside 
colleges, universities and 
other educational provider 
roles.

Three years ago, LSBU led the 
call for a DfE pilot programme 
to develop a model of FE/
HE collaboration. As part of 
this pilot, Lambeth College 
joined the LSBU Group 
alongside the university 
and a small MAT. Our group 
approach is enabling what 
we believe is an innovative 
approach to technical 
education that focuses on 
career pathways. Our shared 
educational framework 
facilitates creativity and 
means that together we 
can provide 16-year-old 
learners with experience 
of, and an informed choice 
between, different learning 
styles and environments – 
A level, applied generals, 
apprenticeships and T levels 

at the academy, UTC or 
college. They can choose 
the route, qualifications and 
institution that is right for 
them and we can provide 
the advice and guidance so 
it becomes their choice. For 
example, a student at the 
academy will sample different 
ways of learning and at level 
3 has the opportunity to 
focus on a more theoretical 
A level route at the academy, 
a more applied route via 
applied generals at the UTC 
or a vocational route at the 
college.

By mapping over 50 career 
routes across the group we 
are identifying gaps and 
duplications in provision, 
and we are realigning group 
activity to ensure frameworks 
are aligned with employment 
sectors. This approach 
enables us to ensure no 
qualification is an educational 
dead-end and means we 
can provide learners with 
an understanding of the 
pathways available to them 
if they wish to reach their 
goals, whatever their current 
educational achievement.

The economic and social 
challenges that confront us 
mean we need now, more 
than ever, to enable people 
to move across this education 
learning net to upskill and 
retrain; and collectively, we 
need to facilitate this.

The UK’s FE colleges have 
a core role to play in our 
education system, sitting 
across the key educational 
point of failure in the UK – 
levels 2 – 4. If they are to 
fulfil this role, it requires us to 
recognise the need for and to 

fund specialist organisations. 
Within our group we will 
develop a community 
college to support gateway 
qualifications and are 
beginning construction of a 
new £100M technical college, 
as we see these specialist 
environments as core to our 
pathways programme.

At the heart of LSBU Group 
and of The College of 
the Future report are the 
principles of collaboration and 
creativity, with a focus on the 
learner. We need funding that 
recognises the importance of 
specialisation and regulatory 
systems that enable colleges 
and universities to collaborate 
at the local level to meet 
the long-term needs of 
stakeholders; rather than 
rules that coerce them into a 
national straightjacket. We 
need a system in which both 
learners and institutions can 
make strategic decisions 
about their investment of 
time and money. We need 
more prescription and less 
proscription. Let us hope that 
the long-awaited skills white 
paper gives the HE and FE 
sectors the resources and the 
room to work, collaborate and 
to foster together something 
more diverse and creative.
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Pathways and flexibility are 
key to supporting lifelong 
learning

Universities UK, December 2020

The reforming of qualifications is no easy 
business. The government has committed, in 
its lifelong learning agenda, to progressing 
higher level skills and improving future learning 
– including through the introduction of new 
qualifications.

It is vital that these are designed with learners’ 
current and future needs in mind.

Lessons learned
Five years ago, higher education providers 
were permitted only a limited role in 
blazing the trail for revamped higher-level 
apprenticeships.

The limited focus and guidance on career 
pathways in apprenticeships means that 
progression from lower to higher levels remains 
poor, with most students entering Level 4+ 
apprenticeships via alternative qualifications 
rather than Level 3 apprenticeships.

The lesson about progression has been 
partially learned. During the development 
of T Levels, the Department for Education 
(DfE) emphasised that these qualifications 
should offer pathways to careers and higher 
education.

Yet I fear only a fraction of universities will 
feel able to accept T-Levels as part of their 
admission requirements if the content and 
assessment strategies are not appropriately 
designed.

This omission risks harming the value of these 
qualifications and limiting opportunities for 
those taking them.

Supporting level transitions
The Government is now embarking on its next 
round of qualification reform − new Level 4 
and 5 Higher Technical Qualifications (HTQs), 
equivalent to the first and second years of a 
university degree.

It is at Level 4 where the UK has its key skills 
shortages – at present, only around 10% of 
learners have Levels 4 and 5 as their highest 
qualification.

The government is hoping that by raising 
the profile, funding and rigour of standalone 
qualifications at Levels 4 and 5, and easing 
the process of progression, more learners 
will be encouraged to take the step up from 
A-levels and their equivalents.

This is an ambition I fully support, and which is 
needed if we are to meet our economic needs, 
support reskilling and enable more people to 
achieve success.

But as well as delivering qualifications in their 
own right, these HTQs must equip students 
with the knowledge and skills that facilitate 
progression for those who wish to continue 
learning.

Facilitating lifelong learning
In parallel with the introduction of new HTQs, 
the government is promoting lifelong learning, 
with learners eligible for loans to fund upskilling 
in smaller bites.

It is possible to see how, if done well, this could 
make it easier for learners of all ages to step 
up from Level 3 to 4 and then build upon these 
qualifications over the years as far as they 
wish.
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This more flexible learner support could also, in 
the medium term, enable people to consider 
reskilling. Indeed, it could and should lead to 
people accumulating a much more varied 
portfolio of qualifications.

But creating these structures will require time, 
consideration and detailed involvement from 
both employers and the higher education 
sector.

HTQs must be designed so that they suitably 
prepare learners for further – including 
degree-level – study. In addition, if available 
in bite-sized chunks, learners must be made 
aware that they will need a ‘full’ Level 4 
qualification to progress to Level 5.

This is all crucial if these new HTQs are not to 
become educational dead ends.

The role of universities
HTQs are first and foremost educational 
qualifications, and the higher education sector 
– which is highly experienced in working with 
employers to develop qualifications at this 
level and above – should play a central role in 
ensuring they are effective.

At LSBU, as in the case of many other 
universities, over half of our degrees are 
accredited by professional bodies and the rest 
are informed by employers.

It is important and urgent that the higher 
education sector makes the case to 
government that we are ready and keen 
to work with the DfE to get this exciting 
opportunity right.

It will require time, thought, transparency 
and trust on both sides if we are to come up 
with a robust HTQ framework that shifts the 
paradigm but protects the value of higher-
level study.

https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/blog/Pages/pathways-and-flexibility-lifelong-learning.aspx
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/blog/Pages/pathways-and-flexibility-lifelong-learning.aspx
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/blog/Pages/pathways-and-flexibility-lifelong-learning.aspx
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We need to expand both HE and FE
Right2Learn, January 2021

Right2Learn was established following publication of the 
Lifelong Learning Commission’s report “The Future is ours to 
Learn”. It is an independent campaign for a lifelong right to 
free access to high quality education and training but there 
are questions as to what ‘free access’ should mean.

I believe that our education system needs to change. To be 
more joined up and with qualifications that meet the needs 
of the future not the past. For this to happen though we need 
clarity on our higher level ambition and a simple funding 
system that will underpin those aims. Below, I set out four 
principals and five asks for Government which I believe can 
deliver a fair yet relatively simple approach to funding via 
relatively modest adjustments to our current system.

For those under 19, learning is essentially free; and the 
“standard” trajectory determines that, by this age, learners 
have completed a Level 3 qualification. For those who haven’t 
reached that point, and for many who have, educational 
funding structures thereafter are confusing and often 
unattractive. The funding system dissolves into complexity with 
free and full cost, grant and loan opportunities determined 
by type, age, provider, subject and socio-economics. When 
we reflect on these complexities, we should not be surprised 
that so few learners make the transition from Level 3 to 
Level 4 study, other than those who make the, relatively well 
understood and promoted, leap to degree level (Level 6).
A reasonable, navigable, accessible and sustainable education 
system does not require all qualifications to be funded in the 
same way; nor is it reasonable to assume that, if an individual 
is to benefit, they shouldn’t make a contribution to the cost 
of the benefits received. “Free access” is a phrase open for 
debate; but in this short paper I argue that what is important is 
that education is free at the point of access.

In developing a funding system for life-long learning I suggest 
the following principles:

1. There should be no financial barriers to education.

2.  The system should  be sustainable and, as proposed 
by Dearing in 1997, the costs should be shared by the 
beneficiaries – government/ taxpayers, the individual and 
employers.

3.  That, given variations in the nature of qualifications, we do 
not need a single funding approach and indeed it could 

be regressive if this was the case (with, 
potentially, for example, the taxes of young 
people on the minimum  wage funding 
masters degrees for retirees).

  
4.  That education should not be rationed; and 

in particular we should be ambitious in the 
proportion of society that is able to qualify 
at least to Level 4 which government and 
employers regard as a key area of skills 
shortage.

To increase the numbers of learners qualified 
to Levels 4 and 5, where government and 
employers see our greatest need, we must first 
focus on increasing the pipeline of learners 
coming through Levels 2 and 3. Currently 
(2016) 17.2% leave school without achieving 
Level 2 and a further 34.7% don’t obtain 
Level 3. England is the only OECD country 
where younger people (16 to 24), do not 
have stronger basic skills (Level 2) than the 
generation approaching retirement (55 to 65).

A range of ‘core’ Level 2 and 3 qualifications 
must be free for everyone. We know from 
experience that for adult learners seeking 
these vital gateway qualifications loans do 
not work, with learners unable or unwilling 
to wager the cost of repayment with the 
earnings return. The take-up of Advanced 
Learner Loans in 2014/15 was only £149 million 
out of the £397 million that was budgeted. 
However, without these key gateway 
qualifications, educational, financial and 
social progression are heavily hampered with 
immense national opportunity costs. As the 
key beneficiary of education at these levels, 
we the taxpayer need to invest to ensure they 
are free to the learner.
 
It is imperative that we increase the number 
of learners qualified at Levels 4 and 5, by 
increasing the pipeline from Levels 2 and 3. We 
must not instead try to supress the numbers 
seeking qualification at Level 6 and in so 

doing play a perverse zero sum game in which 
we seek to deliver a knowledge economy 
whilst reducing educational opportunity. The 
UK is by no means an outlier in our numbers 
on degree level study, and especially not 
for a country that sees, or at least wants to 
see, itself as a knowledge based economy. 
Furthermore, it is important to remember 
that we now have far fewer people in Higher 
Education in the UK than in 2008. And even if 
we were to significantly grow Levels 4 and 5 
we might at best restore HE numbers to what 
they were before the haemorrhaging of part 
time student numbers when the Government 
increased university fees in 2008/9.  

As the Government increasingly seeks to ‘put 
employers at the heart’ of our skills system 
and to measure courses principally by the 
earnings premium they generate; employers 
are a more and more glaring omission from 
the funding equation.  The Government has, 
with the Apprenticeship Levy, drawn employers 
directly into secondary and tertiary level 
education funding. Apprenticeships from level 
2 to post-graduate degree apprenticeships 
are already funded by employers through 
their Levy payments. The new Higher 
Technical Qualifications (HTQs) provide the 
opportunity to extend this further to other 
tertiary qualifications. HTQs are based on 
employer endorsed occupational standards, 
alongside apprenticeships, and it therefore 
makes perfect sense to bring these into line. 
Indeed, before the Apprenticeship Levy (and 
since) many employers funded staff on HNCs 
and HNDs, which it could be argued are the 
archetype of these new HTQs. The level of 
employer based investment in education 
remains low in the UK compared to other 
countries and by seeking to have employers 
support a range of work based  qualifications 
from which they will benefit we can help 
increase access to vocational and technical 
qualifications in a way that may also support 
social mobility.

14 / A Year in Higher Education 2020 15 / A Year in Higher Education 2020



16 / A Year in Higher Education 2020 17 / A Year in Higher Education 2020

I would argue that higher education is largely free at the point 
of use - funded half by income-contingent loans and half 
through taxpayer subsidy on those loans. However, missing 
from that equation is the hidden but growing subsidy paid by 
many families to cover the, often significant, shortfall between 
maintenance loans and the realistic cost of living (as much as 
£17,700 for student living away from home in London according 
to Money Saving Expert).  If we are to genuinely level up and 
make university education truly free at the point of access, we 
must recognises the real cost of university study and use the 
grant and loan system to provide additional support for low 
income families, living often in our large northern cities.

If we take the PM at his word, FE colleges will soon be given 
access to the main student finance system “for a specific list of 
valuable and mainly technical courses”. If this is the case, we 
may be edging towards something akin to a joined up funding 
system and one which genuinely begins to break down what 
the Prime Minister himself described as the “bogus distinction” 
between FE and HE. It is now possible to imagine, with a few 
further steps, a coherent structure that meets the PM’s promise 
of a lifelong learning entitlement that could actually work.

These steps might look something like:

1.  In addition to school level study foundation entry and 
core level 1 programs should be free for adults to enable 
engagement with the learning process. These need to be 
funded at a level that is sustainable and which recognises 
the costs of delivery.

2.  Level 2 and 3 tuition on ‘core’ courses should be fully funded. 
Such courses should, for the majority,  provide gateways into 
work or further study hence generating significant societal 
benefit. In addition, to ensure that the provision remain 
robust, Adult Learners be should be funded at the same rate 
as 16-18 year olds to avoid the risk that these left behind 
learners are neglected by colleges  for more “lucrative” 
younger learners or those on technical qualifications. As with 
higher levels of study, maintenance support, in the form of 
a restored Education Maintenance Allowance, should be 
available to those who need it given the time required to 
support completion.

3.  Learners on Levels 4 and 5 standalone course should 
be supported by loans for maintenance and tuition with 
means tested grants for low income families. These could 
be available in smaller bites – perhaps equivalent to a 
semester / half a year. As with degree level study below 
such programs should, for the majority, support individual 
advancement.

4.  Degree level study should be available to all, with loans for 
maintenance and tuition and realistic means tested grants 
for low income families including those studying part time.

5.  Employers should be encouraged to fund properly 
accredited workbased learning. Tax credits should be 
available to employers that sponsor employees’ education 
at Levels 4-7. Employers should also be able to use their 
Levy contributions to fund employers on HTQs to reflect their 
comparability with apprenticeships. This could encourage 
HEIs to align degree content with HTQs where they wish 
to attract employer sponsorship – making degrees more 
“employer focused” and reducing call on SFE for loans.

Currently, our funding framework is disjointed and complex, 
often we seem to start not with the higher level purpose 
but with the design of the funding mechanism that seek 
to capture a mind boggling array of options. This leads to 
a framework which is off-putting to learners and creates 
unforeseen and often unhelpful incentives for providers. We 
need a more coherent approach which starts with our aims, 
follows with qualifications and only then addresses the most 
appropriate funding mechanisms. Without a sustainable and 
well-structured funding system that encourages people to 
learn throughout their lives we will constantly be seeking short 
term solutions driven not by the needs of individuals, employers 
and the UK but by funding and regulatory structures and 
institutional objectives.
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