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INTRODUCTION 
 

‘The Great FE & Skills Survey of 2015’ was conducted by the Policy Consortium 1as a follow-up to the one  

we conducted over a similar period in 2014. Members of the Policy Consortium contributed their time and 

resources to devise, analyse and report on the survey. For more information about us and to access our reports 

and strategy documents, do visit our website. This report provides an overview of the process, key findings 

and comparisons with results from last year’s survey.  

We wish to acknowledge the valuable support of FE Week, our media partner in this venture. FE Week 

supported the dissemination of the survey instrument and has reported on some of the key findings. The Policy 

Consortium appreciates the time and effort of all who responded to this latest survey. Thank you. 

Approach 

The second annual survey was opened for responses on Friday 27th February 2015 and closed on Wednesday 

2nd April 2015 – a slight extension from the mid-March date originally indicated. 

Using an online survey tool, the questions were designed to explore views of people with an interest in the FE 

sector on a range of relevant topics from government policy to teaching resources, curriculum change to staff 

morale, partnerships to inspection. Respondents were also offered the chance to express opinions on issues of 

their choice that we had not considered when devising the questions. A final, open ended, question asked for 

views on the single most important issue affecting further education and skills. This was analysed in a 

different way from the rest of the survey in that the responses were coded into a range of categories. Longer 

responses to this question could therefore be coded to multiple categories.  

The questions and fourteen themes were very similar to the initial survey conducted in 2014 to facilitate 

comparisons one year on. The closed responses within individual questions invited participants to express their 

level of concern on a scale from ‘not at all concerned’ to ‘extremely concerned’. There were also many 

opportunities for open ended contributions.  

Within the 14 themes, survey participants were invited to respond to 81 separate issues. These were ranked by 

level of concern and the top 10 in this ranking are reported in the executive summary below,   

Respondents  

A grand total of 723 responses were received (compared with 1,091 in 2014). As in 2014, however, not all 

were complete responses, giving answers to each and every question. Nevertheless, the overall survey 

response-rate, although somewhat reduced this year, still constitutes a large and sound basis for analysis and 

comment.  

  

                                                      
1 The Policy Consortium is a group of 16 experienced people with strong and varied track records in UK further 

education and skills. We work together and individually. Our clients include providers of education and training, sector 

organisations, and government agencies. We formed the consortium in 2006, though several of us have been working 

independently for longer than this. Between us we have a very wide range of expertise and experience, as managers, 

journalists, researchers, evaluators, mentors, and policy and strategy advisors. 

http://policyconsortium.co.uk/
http://policyconsortium.co.uk/wp/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/PolicyConsortiumFESurveyReportV1.0LowRes20140430.pdf


 

4 

 

Take 2: The Pulse of Further Education  

  THE GREAT FE & SKILLS SURVEY OF 2015 

 

Despite the lower total of respondents to this year’s survey, there is close year-on-year comparability in the 

proportions represented by:  

 current main job role/level in the further education and skills sector  

 current employment status in the sector  

 length of experience in the sector 

 nature of the organisations with which they were primarily associated or employed, if any. 

Annex 1 includes a detailed breakdown and analytical commentary about respondents’ characteristics along 

with comparisons with 2014 survey data. Some of the distinctive characteristics of this year’s survey 

respondents are:  

 senior and middle managers account for almost half the respondents (45%), with 

tutors/lecturers and principals/CEOs forming close to an additional 10% each of the total. 

Administrative and support staff composed 19% of the survey returns 

 Just over 80% of respondents are full-time permanent staff, followed by almost 9% in part-

time permanent roles 

 More than half (52%) have  13 or more years’ experience in FE and a further 30% have 

between 6 and 12 years experience 

 Over half (57%) are based in general FE colleges, while 15% work for Private Training 

Providers. Adult and Community Education providers employ 5% of respondents, with a 

further 4% in Sixth Form and 3% in Specialist colleges. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY & COMMENTARY 
 

This summary outlines the nature of the respondents to the survey, highlights the top ten areas of concern and 

also includes a discussion of the responses to the final question in the survey ‘what, in your view, is the single 

biggest issue currently affecting FE and skills?’. This discussion reveals some surprises and some stark 

challenges for the sector which are explored in the body of the report.  

Without claiming statistical validity the 723 respondents to the 2015 survey appear to be from a broad cross 

section of the sector. About half described themselves as managers; a further 10% as chief executives; 20% 

administrative or support staff and 10% tutors or lecturers. About two thirds were from colleges with others 

from training providers, adult and community learning, local government and support agencies. About half had 

been in the sector for 13 years or more so were well able to put recent cuts in context. 

 

The top ten issues in the survey causing the highest level of concern are presented below:  

 

 

%  of respondents moderately  or 

extremely concerned 

Levels/rates of institutional funding 92 

Adequacy of learner funding 90 

External bureaucracy 83 

Workload 81 

Pace and volume of change 78 

Maths and English assessment and capacity to deliver 76 

Broad government 'direction of travel' for FE and skills 75 

Complexity of the offer 72 

Specialist teachers e.g. of English, maths and/or vocational 

subjects 
72 

Capital funding 72 

Figure 1: Top 10 levels of concern 

 

This ranking was complemented by the responses to the final question 34, new in 2015: ‘what, in your view, is 

the single biggest issue currently affecting FE and skills?’ in giving a sense of what the major concerns for the 

sector were. The responses are summarised in figure 2.  
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Figure2: responses to the question: what is your biggest concern? 

The survey took place just after a significant reduction to the Adult Skills Budget was announced, so it is 

perhaps unsurprising that funding was the most important single concern identified across the survey as a 

whole and in the final question 34. This concern was often expressed in general terms, but specific issues 

included in response to Q34 where:   

 the scale of the cuts rather than a reduction per se. 

 the one-dimensional nature of focussing on funding apprenticeships  

 negative impacts on over 24 year olds wanting to retrain for new careers. These were often 

seen as highly motivated individuals 

 deprioritising learning for social purposes and addressing poverty 

 the unpredictable nature of funding in the sector having a negative impact on organisational 

planning 

 reduction in the diversity of the curriculum offer, including progression opportunities for 

learners with learning difficulties and/or disabilities  

 negative impact on staff quality and developmental opportunities potentially compromising 

the quality of vocational education and training in particular  

 reduction the ability to retain more experienced (and costly) staff 
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 lack of an appropriately funded ‘end-to-end’ pathway to allow learners to achieve what is right 

for them. This may be compromised further by a mismatch between learner choice and Local 

Enterprise Partnership (LEP) priorities  

 reduced status for the sector compared to schools and higher education. Providers have to be 

reactive to funding changes announced at short notice 

 increased complexity of funding rules. 

 

Many of the issues mentioned in the second highest area of concern in question 34, government priorities, 

related to the impact of funding reductions outlined above. Other points included:  

 the need to gain GCSE English and Maths and the impact on learner retention and staff 

development 

 work experience requirements 

 lack of careers advice for school leavers 

 frequent policy changes and short term priorities 

 lack of understanding of the role of FE in meeting government priorities. Much higher 

appreciation amongst local rather than national politicians. FE seen as for skills rather than 

education 

 the use of league tables for accountability purposes rather than allowing curricula to meet 

learner needs 

 mismatch between the reality and actual funding levels for trailblazers 

 FE not seen as important in meeting local authority priorities.  

 

Concerns about funding and government priorities - the top two nominated issues in question 34, appear to 

impact directly on sector status and morale which was the third most mentioned concern in the responses to 

this final  question. The reduction in funding means that the sector is perceived as being less important than 

schools and higher education. The playing field isn’t considered level with ring-fenced funding not applying to 

other sectors.  

Decision-makers are seen as being remote from an understanding of what the sector does and the challenges it 

faces. This is compounded by the lack of a FE voice championing the sector with Government. As one 

respondent noted, ‘We appear to lack clear identity and leadership, vision and pride in what we do’. All of 

this impacts on staff morale and retention. 

The analysis above of the top three areas of concern identified in the responses to Q34 conceals some 

surprises. Whilst funding-related issues make up the biggest area of concern in responses to this question, 

sector concerns are far wider than funding per se. Out of all the answers received to this particular question, 

44% (under half) were specifically concerned with funding.  

Given what is going on in the sector at the moment, this figure seems surprisingly low and requires some 

investigation. Colleges and other providers are facing a cut of around 24% in their adult skills budget; rates for 

16-19 funding are frozen; support for older students is being switched from grant to loan despite disappointing 

take up; and Government is ploughing on with its policy of transferring skills funding to employers despite 
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evidence from the employer ownership pilots that it doesn’t work and evidence from the apprenticeship 

funding consultation that employers don’t want it.  

The first thought was that the sample might be seriously unrepresentative. Perhaps it was only those in quiet 

and protected corners of the sector who had the time to fill in the online questionnaire; all the rest were too 

busy cutting classes and sacking their colleagues to notice. As indicated above the make-up of the respondent 

group suggests that this isn’t the case.  

The second hypothesis was that people are really not as concerned about funding as recent commentary has 

suggested. Perhaps it is only those paid to speak for sector bodies and lobby groups who are making a fuss; 

those at the ‘chalk face’ just accept retrenchment and cuts in service as part of the job. Once again however, 

this explanation doesn’t stack up. 

When asked specifically about funding rates, and as indicated in the ranking in Figure 1 above, just less than 

three quarters described themselves as ‘extremely concerned’. Nine out of ten people in this cross-section of 

the sector said that they were either extremely or moderately concerned – a five percentage point 

increase on last year’s already elevated level. And in case anyone thinks the sample included only ‘moaning 

minnies’ who would be extremely concerned about anything, the answers to other questions don’t bear that 

out. Only a quarter, for example, were ‘extremely concerned’ about discretionary support funds, despite all the 

pressures on that budget. 

The comments people made explaining their concerns were also revealing. Unlike last year when most 

comments revolved around particular aspects of provision, many people this year expressed fears about 

systemic failure: perceived threats to the viability of institutions, to adult learning as a whole or to FE as 

we have known it. The sections that now follow explore these fears and challenges in detail.  
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FINDINGS 

  
1 ORGANISATIONAL FUNDING 

The headline message from the 2015 survey is that concern about funding rates has grown and almost seems to 

have eclipsed other funding issues. Just under three quarters of respondents reported themselves as ‘extremely 

concerned’ about rates of funding – an increase of five percentage points over last year‘s figure which was 

already very high. In all, over 90% were either ‘extremely’ or ‘moderately concerned’.    

This heightened anxiety is reflected in the comments; whereas last year commentary tended to raise worries 

about specific aspects of provision, this year’s statements were more likely to include fears about the viability 

of institutions or in a few cases the sector as a whole:  

‘very concerned about the viability of colleges across the sector’ 

or  

‘current funding level makes this sector virtually unsustainable.’   

One said:  

 ‘I fear that colleges will cease to exist in their current form’.   

Similar fears were expressed in respect of work based learning and community learning. 

By contrast, the levels of concern about external bureaucracy and capital were slightly lower than last year; a 

drop of around one percentage point in both cases.  Bureaucracy was of moderate or extreme concern to 80% 

while capital was a similar level of concern to just under two thirds (65%).  There was a significant fall 

however (from 25% to 15%) in the numbers ‘extremely concerned’ about internal bureaucracy and this focus 

on external rather than internal issues is reflected in the commentary. 

It seems likely from the pattern of responses and the commentary that respondents interpreted Learner 

Funding as the resources available for teaching rather than student financial support. The level of concern 

reported was roughly the same as for funding rates. The comments were similar. One suggested that there was: 

   ‘clearly a push to ending adult funding altogether’  

Another suggested: 

 ‘a plot to kill off the sector and make it look like suicide’. 

On the other headings in this section however, levels of concern were lower and significant numbers 

(averaging 20% of all respondents) had no opinion.  Despite, or perhaps because of, the greater focus on loans 

in the current year, the numbers reporting ‘extreme’ or ‘moderate concern’ was slightly down on last year 

(though at 54%  still over half the sample.) None of the commentary was positive, whether in relation to loans, 

discretionary support or special needs funding. 
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2 COMPETITION 

Local Provider Range and Quantity of Provision 

There has been virtually no change in the various levels of concern expressed about competitive issues since 

last year’s survey. Last year’s concerns about the unplanned and un-coordinated development of provision are, 

of course, reflected in the findings about institutional competition. Comments about the range and quality of 

local provision were numerous. 

The proliferation of providers, especially small school sixth forms, was identified by many as a cause for 

concern both for young people and FE providers. One commented on a  

‘federation of school sixth forms purely to hold onto students but this will damage a lot of post 16 

learners’ experience with transport, timetable clashes and key stage 4 prioritises. [They would be] 

best heading to providers focused on that age group to meet their needs’. 

Another lamented:  

‘It seems that we work against each other, like shops on the High St, when we should be more 

concerned with providing outstanding provision for the future. Why can't we work together and 

discuss and plan with the so called “enemy”? The best option is NLC and JLC working together to 

develop a one stop “Education Station”.’ 

Aside from the persistent sense of conflict which is hostile to both choice and quality among providers, there 

was also an undercurrent of concern about the direct impact of resource harvesting:  

‘I appear to be out of step with dominant thinking, but I still think that "competition" in education is a 

bad idea. True co-operation would be far better, where providers get together, evaluate their mutual 

strengths and weaknesses, and then decide what to offer based upon their own capacity in order that 

learners are offered the best choices possible in education. The learner should be at the heart of the 

process with broad offering of different curriculum to choose from. What has competition brought us 

here? Two dog grooming classes offered by different providers within five miles of each other, but no 

one offers welding!’ 

There was a good deal of cynicism about the recruitment practices of private training providers and academies 

that were accused of recruiting students to manifestly unsuitable courses and then offering them little or no 

support, or even ejecting them when they failed to measure up.  

‘There are many other providers who offer similar qualification[s] but with poor quality or do not 

assess the learners’ needs adequately to ensure they are on the right course. This can affect us as a 

quality provider but will affect the young person/learner.’ 

Others were alarmed about the arrival of mega-providers that could scoop up funding and then sub-contract 

work to cheaper providers with, it was claimed, relatively little interest in quality of provision. There is some 

overstatement of the case here, but the ‘race to the bottom’ so often mentioned in 2014 seems now to have 

become accepted as a given and scarcely merits a direct mention. It has become part of the landscape: 

 ‘With the reduction of core budgets and the % of providers which rely on subcontract after the move 

to larger prime contracts there is a likelihood of good quality and specialist provision being lost to the 

sector at a time where key national infrastructure projects kick in the training need.’ 
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Seldom mentioned, but always present between the lines, are the spectre of financial burnout for FE colleges 

and the loss of provision and jobs. It is a testament to the sector that the spectre of redundancy takes second 

place in the comments to the damage to young people.  

‘Working in an area with a lot of colleges, good transport links and a flat 16-18 demographic, will 

lead to one or more local providers becoming unviable over the next few years. Strategic approaches 

to provision via the LEP may help mitigate this.’ 

Oddly, this was the only mention of the LEPs in this context. The local body supposedly plugged in to the 

wider Employment and Skills agenda and with a capacity to prioritise local training needs, hardly merits a 

mention as a strategic partner and, in the comment above, only as one that ‘may help mitigate’ the worst 

impacts of unplanned over-provision. 

 

3 STAFF RECRUITMENT, RETENTION AND MORALE   

As in the 2014 survey, the issue of highest concern for most respondents is workload. Similarly, the highly 

rated concerns in the 2014 survey about the availability of training budgets, motivation and pay and conditions 

and similar levels of concerns are mirrored in the 2015 survey (although the order of the first two of these is 

reversed).  

Almost half the respondents said they were ‘extremely concerned’ about workload, with a further 30% 

claiming it was ‘moderately concerning’.  Commentary suggested that excessive workloads are having a 

negative impact on quality at a time when demands for improving quality are becoming more strident.  

‘The 24% cuts to non apprenticeships will force colleges into mass redundancy and we will lose our 

delivery infrastructure or will have to accept staff of a lower calibre that are willing to take lower 

salaries. Meanwhile, Ofsted will be expecting standards to rise. These are two competing and 

polarised pressures.’ 

Staff cuts are impacting on the staff remaining in post, increasing the pressure on them and lowering morale. 

 ‘Funding cuts have not only affected the staff who have lost their job but it has had a big impact on 

the staff who remain’ 

‘We are at breaking point. It is difficult to recruit good staff, to keep current good staff and attract 

younger staff to address the demographics of our staffing team’. 

The comments from respondents imply that, although pay levels are a major concern, a number of related 

concerns combine to result in a negative impact on staff morale and motivation. For example: 

‘Pay freezes, uncertainty about future funding for specific courses, staff reductions leading to 

increased workloads, pressures from unnecessary bureaucracy including Ofsted. Many of my 

colleagues are seeking to leave post-16 education and many of these are outstanding teachers. The 

future looks very bleak indeed’ 

‘…massive workloads, ridiculous low pay, very little support, no career ladder, and no recognition of 

hard work or committed staff’. 

Staff retention and competition for staff from other sectors and/or industry are ranked as ‘extremely 

concerning’ by about a third of respondents, again reflecting the ranking hierarchy given in the 2014 survey.  
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There were many comments relating to this issue, especially in relation to some vocational specialisms, where 

pay levels in the FE sector are lower than in the occupational sector, including: 

‘We had had no real pay increase for 3 years. We also find it impossible to recruit staff from 

industries such as engineering because of comparative low pay levels, and therefore keeping quality 

and innovation at even a reasonable level in these subject areas is virtually impossible’ 

‘Difficult to attract engineering staff due to industry wages’ 

‘Some sectors impossible to recruit: e.g. digital skills’. 

One respondent suggested that a sector-wide approach/campaign to attract professionals into vocational 

education would help. 

Similar issues are reported in relation to recruiting and retaining English, Maths and science specialists, 

‘Some key areas such as English, Maths and Science have major issues recruiting. We are all fighting 

over the same pool’ 

‘It is proving almost impossible to recruit and/or retain Maths teachers, engineering, high-tech staff 

and pay is so much better (as better funding from government) in schools and in HE’. 

The lack of parity in rates of pay across the school, college and private/voluntary providers is said to be 

causing difficulty in recruiting staff. 

‘As a registered charity we cannot offer the wages of others and sometimes this leads to staff turnover’ 

‘Pay is being eroded when compared to school teachers. Workloads are being increased with my job 

fast becoming a full-time administrator and part-time tutor. Motivation in the whole sector appears at 

an all-time low’ 

‘Difficult to find experienced staff in Private sector. Terms and conditions worse than in public sector. 

Long hours and national travel common. Little or no CPD budget’. 

The economic recovery, which is providing more highly paid jobs in some industries, is also said to be making 

it more difficult to recruit some specialists to FE. It was however, also observed that pay levels outside the FE 

sector are not equal across all occupational sectors so, for example, someone coming from a hair and beauty 

employer will have an increased salary working at the college but the opposite is true for someone coming 

from an engineering company. 

Relatively few respondents rated the age profile of the workforce as extremely concerning, but as the comment 

below indicates, urgent succession issues are apparent. 

‘In the technical industries where there are current skills shortages it is almost impossible to compete 

with industry salaries being offered. The workforce is getting older and few are returning to teach. We 

are moving to a position in areas such as rail and utilities where there is a really large skills gap and 

no one left to teach new entrants’ 

‘We also have an aging workforce and are finding it difficult to find new staff and afford to train them’  

‘It is not that I am concerned about recruiting the best – as we are making staff redundant and not 

replacing. It is keeping the best I am worried about – especially younger staff who have more options 

and no longer see a future in FE’. 
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The 2015 survey asked about concerns on the new topic of workforce diversity. Only 9% of respondents said 

they were extremely concerned about this, although some interesting comments were made in relation to 

diversity: 

‘This sector is predominately white and middle aged as I am but it is very difficult to see the sector 

being able to effectively engage with the learning needs of the population with such a lack of diversity’ 

‘There are far too many women in senior roles. I think that this is gender equality gone mad’ 

‘We do not have good data on the diversity of the workforce and there is no or very little investment in 

diversifying the workforce…the small amounts of progress made historically on race are sliding back. 

There needs to be national data on the workforce, not poorly responded to requests and sampling – 

this is not good enough for driving a modern and diverse workforce profile for the future’. 

However, some respondents expressed positive views on diversity: 

‘I am lucky to work in a truly multicultural office’ 

‘We have a robust recruitment process and staff development, so we have a low staff turnover and a 

very diverse team’. 

 

4 STAFF QUALITY  
In analysing the responses to this question, it is important to note that 29% of respondents to the whole survey 

omitted to engage with this section (Q13). It is also noteworthy that notions of quality are used and interpreted 

differently as shown by the textual responses in the body of the analysis below. Quality often stands as a proxy 

for organisational culture and can reflect concerns about issues that arise from funding difficulties. For 

example: 

‘Several restructures of recent years are demoralising’  

and  

‘Silo mentality common’. 

Apart from one instance (skills and qualifications of support staff), all responses follow a roughly normal 

curve of distribution over the five possible choices, and mostly sit very closely alongside the pattern of 

responses provided in the 2014 survey. 

Skills and qualifications of support staff 

The greatest proportion of respondents (36.7%) to this question is ‘not at all’ concerned about skills and 

qualifications of support staff. This represents a nearly 10% increase compared with the 2014 survey.  

Responses are evenly distributed between ‘somewhat’ and ‘moderately’ concerned (26.5% and 26.3% 

respectively) and together these scores represent over half of the responses (52.8%) to the question. 

Respondents who are ‘extremely concerned’ reduced in 2015 (9.5% in 2014; 5.9% in 2015). A possible 

illumination of concerns in this area is given by the textual contribution below: 

 ‘There is no dedicated budget for training support staff. Ofsted does not recognise the real 

contribution or impact of librarians or learning resources departments on teaching and learning so 

college managers are not encouraged to do so.’ 
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Skills and qualifications of teaching/training staff 

Scores for ‘somewhat concerned’ increased from 26.5% in 2014 to 32.1% in 2015 which represents the 

greatest percentage score for the question addressing teaching and training staff.  The contribution below may 

explain some concerns: 

‘Good people go elsewhere and we have to make do with who we can get rather than holding out for 

quality’ 

There has been a slight decrease in respondents choosing ‘no concerns at all’ in this area (23.7% in 2014; 

21.9% in 2015). 

The combined percentage of ‘somewhat’ and ‘moderately concerned’ in 2014 was 56.2%; in 2015 the total is 

61.9%. This represents an increase of nearly 5 percentage points. The concomitant decrease takes place in the 

‘extremely concerned’ choice where the score decreased in 2015 (16.7% in 2014; 12.5% in 2015) by over 4%.  

Those choosing ‘no view’ remained constant over the two years (3.72% in 2014; 3.4% in 2015). 

As with the analysis of responses for the quality of support staff, the most significant number of responses is 

registered in the ‘middle’ response range. A number of textual contributions help provide an understanding of 

what these concerns might be. The first focuses specifically on the adult education sector: 

‘The changed world of adult education with local authorities in charge is leading to loss of 

educational expertise at senior levels and unprecedented number of job adverts at unseasonal times 

for this sector. Whilst I believe that staff will be flexible to keep work that they need and that is not 

always a negative development. However I believe quality will suffer with loss of proper teaching 

experience to support delivery and this is already being noted in some OFSTED reports’ 

A rueful comment about the impact of reductions claims that: 

‘Under current funding pressures, there is very little ‘team’ time or funding for training opportunities. 

This leads to people working in isolation (given that we don’t all work from one building)’. 

A more positive contribution states: 

‘I view my team as highly skilled in their role with excellent support from my management team.’ 

Flexibility of staff in the context of new and changing demands 

Responses follow a very similar pattern to that of 2014 regarding percentages scored in the five choices. The 

combined middle two criteria indicate 63.4% of respondents to this question as either ‘somewhat’ or 

‘moderately concerned’ about this area. This is the highest of the combined responses for all questions in this 

section. 

This comment links with views expressed in the previous section about the impact of funding constraints: 

‘With cuts to funding how do we continue to offer CPD to our staffing teams?  If we can’t develop staff 

we will have reduced flexibility and increased difficulty in responding to changes’. 

In 2014 the percentage of respondents indicating ‘extreme concern’ was 25.7%; however the comparable score 

for 2015 is 22.2% – a clear decrease of 3.5%. Those indicating ‘no view’ increased from 1.8% in 2014 to 2.5% 

in 2015. 
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A reason for concern given from the training provider viewpoint suggests that: 

‘Training providers don’t have the budgets of larger colleges and have to manage staff with dual roles 

– funding cuts expect staff to do more’ 

and a further response linking capacity to train staff to the pressures of constant change: 

‘With staff working under more pressure it is difficult to find time to make sure staff are fully trained 

and up to date and are able to respond to the succession of changes that keep coming’. 

Specialist teachers (eg of English, Maths and/or other vocational subjects) 

This is a new question for this section in 2015 and therefore there are no comparators with 2014. The pattern 

of scores is completely different here from all other questions in this section. For example, the ‘not at all 

concerned’ is low at 9.9%. Compare this with skills and qualifications of support staff at 36.7% – 

underpinning explanations given later about the emphasis of concerns with regard to specialist teachers.   

The ‘somewhat’ and ‘moderately concerned’ responses are 17% and 25.5% respectively – giving a combined 

total of 42.5%. This is much lower than, for example, flexibility of staff in the context of change, which 

attracted a combined score of 63.9%.  

It would appear that respondents have chosen to indicate a greater level of concern with regard to specialist 

teachers. The outstanding feature of results for this question is the 42.6% of respondents who chose ‘extremely 

concerned’. This score is larger by 13 percentage points than the nearest score in the ‘extremely’ category (for 

communication) for all nine questions in this section.   

Five percent of respondents chose the ‘no view’ option, the highest ‘no view’ score for any of the questions in 

the section; however it is within the range of 0-5% where all other responses sit. 

Comments in this section clearly demonstrate why respondents have chosen the ‘extremely’ option. For 

example: 

‘Where are we supposed to recruit the required English and maths teachers?  Hogwarts perhaps?’ 

– further exemplified by: 

‘.. if  you need a GCSE English or maths staff member then you need to be in competition with 

schools’ 

‘Teachers and trainers need to be trained and qualified as experts in teaching and learning. How 

people learn is a specialism and a profession, just as accountancy or HR is a profession. Shame on the 

sector and policymakers for not keeping the clear national expectation that teachers and trainers will 

be qualified. Would this happen in hospitals, in accountancy...’ 

‘Maths and English and Functional Skills and GCSEs are my main concern’ 

‘Teachers are being required to teach any subject to cover staff shortages, reductions etc. Can an 

English specialist really be expected to teach Mathematics?’. 

The themes of funding reductions and changing context recur in each section, impacting on staff that may be 

expected to perform more than one specialist role and even if there were funds to employ new staff, 

recruitment is difficult when schools are likely to offer better terms and conditions of employment. 



 

16 

 

Take 2: The Pulse of Further Education  

  THE GREAT FE & SKILLS SURVEY OF 2015 

 

Performance Management 

Percentages follow a typical shape with the two middle values being the highest with ‘not concerned’ and 

‘extremely concerned’ at roughly half these values. The ‘no view’ choice is small as in every other question. 

Combined scores for ‘somewhat’ and ‘moderately concerned’ is 62.7%.  Scores in all categories of response 

for this question echo scores for the same question in 2014; apart from the ‘extremely concerned’ category 

where there was a decrease from 20% in 2014 to 15.7% in 2015. 

There are no textual responses which refer to performance management directly, but an inference might be 

drawn from the following contribution where the focus is on organisational culture: 

‘Within our college we have some truly excellent managers, with superb management styles. My 

concern is with a general cultural shift which inappropriately imports what it perceives as effective 

business models; imports which rarely mimic actual business cultures. FE needs to be confident with 

its own management culture. This I think will make the delivery of effective management more robust.’ 

Succession for leadership and management 

Again, responses to this question follow the usual normal distribution pattern – bearing in mind that ‘no 

concerns’ has increased slightly from 12.2% in 2014 to 13.4% in 2015 and ‘somewhat’ and ‘moderately 

concerned’ score 22.2% (23.5% 2014) and 35.8% (33.1% 2014) respectively, evidencing a small increase in 

‘somewhat concerned’ and a small decrease in ‘moderately concerned’. The combined score for these two 

choices is 58%.  

Some 23.6% of respondents are ‘extremely concerned’ about succession for leadership issues, but this 

represents an interesting decrease from the 2014 score of 27.1% given the tone of the following textual 

examples: 

‘There is an aging leadership in FE’  

and 

‘...FE has a wealth of excellent potential leaders who generally are not promoted or do not seek 

promotion due to the crippling hierarchical nature of many colleges in which constructive criticism is 

seen as dissent.’ 

Issues about succession to leadership in FE should be read alongside the section that focuses on the quality of 

senior leadership as further layers of concern are revealed there. 

Quality of middle managers 

Responses are both similar in shape to most other questions and very similar to 2014 responses. There is a 

slight decrease in ‘not at all concerned’ from 19.1% in 2014 to 17.1% in 2015 and a small increase in 

‘moderate concerns’ from 31.3% in 2014 to 33.9% in 2015. 

The scores indicating ‘extremely concerned’ (17.5%) are similar in proportion to those indicating ‘not at all 

concerned’ (17.1%). 

Many references to ‘management’ in textual responses do not differentiate between senior and middle 

management. Notwithstanding this caveat, the nature of written contributions express concerns about 

reductions in funding and a concomitant impact on staff morale: 
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‘The pressures on the leadership team to balance the budget and continue to improve results is having 

a negative effect’ 

with a reinforcement of that view: 

‘Money is not being spent on developing managers internally or talent spotting’ 

and:  

‘Morale is at rock bottom and the underfunding is creating a rift between staff and managers that is 

almost entirely due to external factors’. 

Quality of senior managers 

Overall scores for this question are similar to 2014 with slight changes in numbers of responses to ‘somewhat 

concerned’ (25.1% in 2014; 22.8% in 2015) and a more significant shift in respondents who are ‘moderately 

concerned’ from 26.5% in 2014 to 31.1% in 2015. Those indicating ‘extremely concerned’ have reduced in 

number from 2014 26.6% to 22.6% in 2015. Those who have ‘no view’ have slightly increased from 2.5% 

(2014) to 4.1% (2015). 

The following response refers specifically to the adult education sector: 

‘As part of the cuts to the service it is being merged in with other services. This has positives for 

instance in closer working with libraries. However, at a senior management level there is 

rationalisation and adult learning expertise is at risk with non-expert managers being considered to 

run the service’ 

while a heartfelt contribution from the FE sector which also directly addresses succession for leadership 

issues: 

‘Being a senior leader or CEO in FE is a very difficult and increasingly dangerous role – how will 

succession work??? Who would want this top role when stakes are so high – rapidly diminishing 

funding, increasing expectations and invasive and frequent audits, public accountability and potential 

humiliation from Ofsted and [the] FE Commissioner?. The stakes are too high and too volatile to the 

point of being dysfunctional for the sector and the public’. 

‘It is becoming very difficult to secure high calibre middle or senior managers and if you need a 

GCSE English or Maths staff member, then you need to be in competition with local schools. Not a 

sound position to be in’ 

and a view (probably from a teaching member of staff) that: 

‘Senior managers are out of touch with the realities of teaching and often seem to have a negative 

view of teachers.  They don’t value or appreciate the work that is done outside the classroom’. 

Communication between managers and front line staff 

There is no exceptional pattern in scores for this question in 2015, but it is important to note that the relatively 

high score from those that are ‘extremely concerned’ remains consistently high at 29.6% in 2015 (compared 

with 29.2% in 2014). This score is the second highest for ‘extremely concerned’ after the stronger concern 

demonstrated by respondents regarding specialist teachers. 
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There are more textual responses that refer directly to communication issues than for any other question. Most 

views in this area appear to be contributed by front line staff rather than senior managers, apart from: 

‘Communication is always a challenging issue in staff perception surveys. It feels really difficult to get 

a balance between giving staff timely information, having time to talk about issues and staff actually 

have the time or motivation to engage’. 

The next five examples reflect many different aspects of communication and could equally be considered to be 

reflections on organisational climate or management style: 

‘Worked in a few colleges and it varied across the sector.  Some have [a] bullying and threatening 

environment – very unprofessional. Currently consider myself very lucky to be working in a good 

professional college which is very supportive’ 

‘It is imperative that all levels of workers feel they can take grievances or ideas for better operations 

to the head management’ 

‘Managers tend to distance themselves from front line staff when funding pressures build; when 

people’s earning power is affected it’s only natural that understanding and communication are 

adversely compromised’ 

‘Managers no longer manage; they control by harsh demands and threatening behaviour’ 

‘There are some very experienced staff at teaching level but it would be nice to be left to make your 

own decision knowing that you have the support of your manager if help is needed.  I find this very de-

motivating’. 

It is not clear from which level of staff this last contribution in the section comes: 

‘We have issues with communication between ‘front line staff’, rather than from managers.’ 

Perhaps it relates back to the point made earlier in skills and qualifications of teaching staff, that there is very 

little ‘team time’ leading to isolation. 

 

5 CHANGE, COMPLEXITY AND DELIVERY 

Curriculum and Qualification Change  

Curriculum and qualification change continues to be an area of great concern from the 2015 survey results. 

Pace of change continues to be of concern with 44% ‘extremely concerned’ and only 4.5% ‘not concerned at 

all’. This is an increase of 1% of those ‘extremely concerned’ when compared to last year’s findings. Pace of 

change was of the most concern in 2014 but in 2015 Maths and English assessment and capacity to deliver 

is in first place with 47% ‘extremely concerned’ and 7% ‘not concerned at all’. This is a significant increase in 

concern compared to 2014 when those ‘extremely concerned’ was 40% and those ‘not concerned at all’ was 

9%. As in 2014 the complexity of the offer is in 3rd place with 31% ‘extremely concerned’. This compares to 

37% in 2014 – so is a significant drop in level of concern. 

If we look at the percentage of survey participants who answered this question with any level of concern, then 

only personalised learning and learner self-guided/independent learning has decreased from 2014 to 2015 

(personalised learning down from 77% to 75% and self-guided/independent learning down from 78% to 

76%). All other categories in this section have an increased percentage of concern when comparing 2014 to 

2015 – pace and level of change up 0.7%, complexity of the offer up 1.7%, resources for curriculum 
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delivery (materials, equipment etc) up 0.5%, Maths and English assessment and capacity to deliver up 2% 

and making sense of the system of qualifications and pathways for new learners up 1%. 

A lower percentage of participants made comments in 2015. Many of the comments made were about the 

unnecessary and damaging fast pace of change: 

‘Too many changes … for staff to be able to deliver well  

 ‘The amount of change is too much to ensure that a quality provision is available for all learners’  

‘A period of stability is needed’   

– to quote just a few. This was also a major issue in 2014. 

Apprenticeship reforms (Trailblazer) and BTEC qualifications were cited as causing concern with not enough 

information for the new Apprenticeship programme and difficulties with assessment for BTEC. 

‘Apprenticeship reforms: too much change too quickly and not thought out properly before roll out.’ 

Additionally the timing of changes was cited as a difficulty with ‘change … implemented during the academic 

year rather than for the start of an academic year’ and ‘sudden changes a nightmare’ for rolling programmes. 

Maths and English is a continuing and increasing issue as indicated by the percentage of participants (not far 

short of half) who cited this as of ‘extreme concern’ in 2015. Issues cited cover fitness for purpose, 

demotivation and resources. 

‘There are now so many learners taking English and Maths GCSEs that it’s hard to cope with demand 

…, there aren’t enough qualified teachers and some students really struggle at this level. They end up 

failing again and feeling demotivated’ 

 ‘The whole concept of fitness for purpose of repeating GCSEs for D grade students to better prepare 

them for work and life is flawed’. 

It might be said that the above quote also applies to those who achieved less than a grade D. 

One person suggested that the focus of English and Maths attainment should be in schools:  

‘Give schools what they need to ensure that no-one leaves school without [a] level of maths and 

English’ 

This fits with 2014 thoughts that FE cannot be expected to fix in two years what schools have failed to achieve 

in eleven years. All this curriculum and qualification change is taking place in a time of a reduction in 

information, advice and guidance, typified by one respondent’s observation of: 

‘diminishing access to independent and qualified careers advisers’. 

Funding came up as an issue and also the need for support to given to enable changes.  

‘FE has always been very responsive but that suffers when support is slow and limited’ 

In 2015 responses, as in the 2014 survey, politics was mentioned: 

‘It would appear that the Government continues to make changes for political capital’.  

 



 

20 

 

Take 2: The Pulse of Further Education  

  THE GREAT FE & SKILLS SURVEY OF 2015 

 

6 QUALIFICATIONS, ENRICHMENT AND TRAINING 

 Range and breadth of qualifications and progression routes 

There was substantial concern in 2015 about the range and breadth of qualifications and progression routes. 

Four-fifths of the 510 responses indicated concern, with 29% of respondents being ‘somewhat concerned’, 

35% being ‘moderately concerned’ and 17% being ‘extremely concerned’. These levels of concern are 

consistent with those reported in 2014, with the corresponding figures being 27% (somewhat concerned), 36% 

(moderately concerned) and 17% (extremely concerned).  

The concerns about this issue are illustrated by the following comments: 

‘The range and breadth of qualifications is becoming too narrow – with an obsession on 

apprenticeships and traineeships, without the recognition of a progression pyramid – which requires 

a much broader and higher volume base of learners feeding into these. We are in danger of cutting off 

the crucial feeder programmes into apprenticeships, traineeships and employment. These feeder 

pathways are a vital part of the curriculum model’ 

‘I am concerned that there is far too much emphasis on 'traditional' skills, with apprenticeships being 

the only area of interest. This completely ignores the income our country receives from other sectors, 

such as Creative Industries’. 

Funding pressure on enrichment activities 

Concern about funding pressure having a negative impact on enrichment activities was reported to be still of 

substantial concern in 2015, as it was in 2014, with fewer than 20% of respondents in each year being 

‘unconcerned’ or having ‘no view’. In both years 18.5% of those responding were ‘somewhat concerned’ 

about enrichment activities, and nearly two thirds (63% in each year) were ‘somewhat’ or ‘extremely 

concerned’. 

The strength of these concerns is illustrated by references to stretched resources putting enrichment activities 

at risk, and by comments such as: 

‘Enrichment funding is now non- existent’ 

‘What enrichment – all cut at our college and the staff that delivered it!’ 

There was also a specific concern expressed about the difficulty of finding resources to build in enrichment 

activities for learners with learning difficulties and disabilities:   

‘As far as my learners with learning difficulties are concerned, it is difficult to build in enrichment 

activities and provide resources’.  

Assessment methods  

Assessment methods were reported to be a cause for concern by over three-quarters of respondents in 2015, 

with 29% being ‘somewhat concerned’ and 47%‘moderately’ or ‘extremely’ concerned. These figures are 

almost the same as in 2014 (27% and 49% respectively in 2014).  

Comments about assessment methods concerns included: 

‘Trailblazer frameworks - not piloted before roll out en masse’ 

‘External assessment model will be a nightmare to co-ordinate across SMEs’ 
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‘The new BTEC assessment regime is dire and is promoting much discussion about finding 

alternatives to BTECs, which is ridiculous after all these years of course development’. 

Workplace training and experience 

In 2014 over 80% of respondents expressed concern about workplace training and work experience. In 2015 

77% of respondents were concerned about work experience (of whom 53% were ‘moderately’ or ‘extremely 

concerned’), but a slightly lower proportion (75%, of whom 46% were ‘moderately’ or ‘extremely concerned’) 

expressed concern about workplace training. 

Considering more detailed feedback, many respondents identified Study Programme and Ofsted requirements 

for work experience, and the lack of availability of work experience places as concerns. Examples of the many 

comments on this topic, include: 

‘Very difficult (if not impossible) to find enough high quality work placements (employers that 

understand their role and responsibilities in WP and do it well); Just not enough around for everyone’ 

‘Big increase in demand for work experience is hard to meet’ 

‘Unable to secure work experience for all our learners’ 

‘Not enough providers in the locality for work placements’ 

‘Not enough employers willing to take work placements/experience’. 

Lack of resources and funding were identified by some respondents as a problem in expanding work 

experience provision:  

‘The work experience element of Study Programmes is a challenge with little staff time/resources to 

build a good work experience programme’ 

‘Placing over 2000 young people a year in work experience is a huge job. Where is the funding 

support for this?’ 

 ‘Work experience now enforced by Ofsted. No budget to support it’. 

There were also comments about the specific additional difficulties of finding suitable work experience places 

for learners with learning difficulties and disabilities (LDD) including, for example: 

‘Placements and work experience are really difficult to find for LDD learners. We need more 

opportunities ring fenced for these learners especially in practical skills such as construction’ 

‘Work experience is very valuable for all students but particularly hard to come by for disabled 

students with high support needs’. 

Other feedback included concerns about the difficulties faced by young people in gaining paid employment, 

and the reluctance of some employers to offer paid work: 

‘Despite the promotion of apprenticeships, there are still insufficient vacancies being advertised that 

offer real progression’ 

‘I firmly believe that there should be more commitment from employers to offer permanent 

employment once the apprenticeship has been completed. Too many young people are finding 

themselves qualified ... but unemployed because companies do not keep then on’ 
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‘FE steps up to make students work ready. Question: what are employers doing to further enhance 

skills with their training budgets when compared to EU counterparts - and what pressure is being 

placed on employers to keep hold of these work-ready new employees?’ 

A more positive perspective was also presented by a minority of providers, for example: 

‘I work in [the] apprenticeship department and we are introducing work experience to all who 

indicate they would like to find employment when they complete full time course and we regularly 

place students with employers and they progress to apprenticeships’. 

 

7 TEACHING/TRAINING LEARNING AND ASSESSMENT 

 
Responses were remarkably similar to 2014 and both the profile and levels of concern were very similar for 

most topics. In response to the questions related to teaching/training, learning and assessment overall student 

capability and preparedness for learning registered the greatest concern. Nearly half of those answering the 

question were ‘extremely’ (22%) or ‘moderately’ (33%) concerned and overall 83% expressed some level of 

concern. Despite this level of concern, there were few comments that helped to explain why this issue was of 

particular concern.  

‘We are finding that learners are having more and more issues that are taking time away from 

delivering qualifications. Learners seem less capable and prepared for learning’  

‘There is a growing increase with a lack of resilience or drive to complete full programmes of study 

with an increase in expectation to attend college’ 

One person linked the change to the raising of the participation age. Another pointed out the difficulties in 

maintaining motivation when constantly retesting GCSEs, while others confirmed that student behaviour was 

becoming more problematic.  Student attitudes related to background and disadvantage was also mentioned as 

an issue.   

‘Student behaviour has started to deteriorate since the participation age was raised to 18. Many of 

these students are forced to remain in education and display inappropriate behaviour which then 

proves detrimental to other learners and staff’  

 ‘Student behaviour is developing into an area of increasing concern’. 

Learner motivation and engagement had a similar level of overall concern at 81% with 19% expressing 

‘extreme concern’ and only 13% were ‘not at all concerned’. 

Information advice and guidance (IAG) available to learners registered the highest number of ‘extremely 

concerned’ responses at 24%. Another 22% were ‘moderately concerned’ and nearly three quarters of 

respondents (73%) expressed some level of concern. This topic elicited the majority of written comments. The 

collapse of independent IAG was cited as a significant problem as was the quality and availability of informed, 

impartial advice.  

‘Professional IAG has all but disappeared which means that learners are making poor and ill 

informed choices.’ 
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Many comments indicated that staff in schools who offered careers advice knew little or nothing about the 

vocational routes or jobs that were available. They were described as predominantly concerned with steering 

their pupils into their own A-level programmes.  

‘Information advice and guidance delivered in schools varies in availability, quality and 

appropriateness meaning that young people do not always access the post-16 provision to them or 

that meets the needs of the local and national skills priorities’  

‘There are too many students doing a year of A-levels and then realising that the vocational route is 

more appropriate’ 

Careers advice in colleges was not without criticism, as one response indicated. Where advice was offered by 

college staff, rather than by IAG specialists, this was also letting their students down.  

With regard to the role and availability of ILT and other digital technologies, three quarters of respondents 

expressed ‘some level of concern’, although only 17% were ‘extremely concerned’.  

‘I don’t think many providers in the sector will be able to commit the resources to evolve ILT; there is 

no incentive, but there should be.’ 

One comment, critical of Further Education Learning Technology Action Group (FELTAG) 

recommendations, suggested its claim that increasing the percentage of online learning will result in improved 

teaching or learning is a misconception. 

‘We must move away from attempting to shoehorn teaching and learning into existing digital 

technologies and move towards developing distinctive technologies supporting the process of learning 

in the classroom’ 

Of the questions in this section the topic which caused least concern was learner support, feedback to 

learners and pastoral support. This had the lowest number of ‘extremely concerned’ responses, at less than 

10% and nearly a quarter were ‘not at all concerned’. Only one person commented, stating ‘we have an 

excellent learner support team’. 

 

8 INSPECTION AND QUALITY  
In 2015 there were 552 respondents to the question about quality and inspection systems compared to 850 in 

2014 – an identical percentage of the total participants.  In the sub-questions that are identical in the two 

survey years, the overall levels of concern have stayed the same or increased in 2015; however the degree of 

concern has increased in several areas in 2015. The highest area of concern for respondents in 2015 remains 

the administrative burden of quality and inspection systems, with a 5% increase to 90% having ‘some degree 

of concern’ and two thirds being ‘moderately’ or ‘extremely concerned’. 

Uncertainty about Ofsted criteria and emphases created ‘some level of concern’ for 82% of respondents in 

2015, a 6% increase on 2014: entirely accounted for by an increase in those ‘moderately’ or ‘extremely 

concerned’. The consultation on changes to the 2015 inspection framework prompted the inclusion of an extra 

response within question 21 in 2015, relating to changes in inspection approaches and the Common Inspection 

Framework. 82% of respondents displayed ‘some level of concern’ here with 27% being ‘extremely 

concerned’.  
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81% of respondents in both 2014 and 2015 showed ‘some degree of concern’ for the reliability of Ofsted 

inspection findings. The proportion however in 2015 with ‘moderate’ or ‘serious’ concerns on reliability has 

risen 3% to 60%. The 2015 picture for both data handling and reliability of internal systems is very similar to 

2014 with three quarters of respondents having ‘some degree of concern’. 

On the support side: 73% of respondents in 2015 (compared to 70% in 2014) have some concern on resources 

from Ofsted. The 3% increase is at the level of ‘moderate’ or ‘extremely’ concerned. The 2014/2015 picture 

on resources and support from agencies and/or membership bodies is identical at 68%. In 2015 a sub question 

was included on the role of the FE Commissioner. This was the lowest area of concern with 55% of 

respondents reflecting ‘some degree of concern’.  

Question 22, which asked respondent to elaborate or reasons for choices in the previous question, elicited 40 

responses compared to 62 in 2014 (a similar proportion to the total respondents). Comments focussed on very 

similar issues as in 2014, although there was no mention of support agencies in 2015.  

Several respondents reflected on the reliability of inspection. Reliability is ‘unacceptable’ and ‘highly 

variable’. Examples included:  

‘inadequate understanding of the concept of triangulation and of the difference between evaluation 

and evidence which results in inspection teams trying to triangulate a confusing mix of evidence and 

evaluations in an attempt to reach sound inspection judgements’  

‘It's all to do with what Ofsted is focusing on when they come into your college. You can win or lose. 

It's more luck than anything else, and it really shouldn't be like that. Where is the consistency, the 

reliability of inspection judgements?’ 

‘Some lead inspectors are much harsher than others on certain provider types. Who scrutinises the 

scrutinisers?’ 

‘It would appear that Ofsted cannot be challenged on its decisions, other than incorrect factual 

errors’. 

As in 2014 some of the 2015 respondents felt that reliability was affected by the degree to which inspectors 

had a contemporary understanding of the sector: 

‘Inviting internal colleagues to join the inspection team during the inspection to offer a provider 

opinion’ 

‘Having inspectors that understand the impact of the massive cuts (not seen in the Schools sector)’  

‘My one concern is how up-to-date are they (HMIs long out of FE and associates now recruited on 

availability rather than currency)’ 

‘Ofsted must have more active practitioners on the teams. I know of many inspections where the 

leadership and management inspector has never risen beyond middle management - how can they 

judge leadership at all levels? As an inspector myself I am often the only active practitioner on the 

team’. 
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Respondents again raised questions about the Inspectorate’s independence and what are perceived as close 

links with policy makers and government creating tensions with what the Inspectorate’s framework is intended 

to evaluate. For example: 

‘Ofsted should stick to making judgements focusing on the quality of teaching and learning and NOT 

be driven this way/that way by policy changes - not politicising Ofsted as this is wrong - Ofsted should 

be in the public interest not a test for delivery of policies that ministers chop and change very 

frequently and more or less at will’ 

‘I fear that the independence of Ofsted has been eroded with a focus on governmental priorities as 

opposed to the learning experience of the learner. if there is no independence there is no credibility’ 

 ‘Ofsted should be independent. Instead they have become a puppet of government. The focus of 

inspections swings from one government agenda to another’ 

‘Ofsted seems to be on a political agenda and have a completely different remit to the outcome 

required to enable someone to become a valuable member of a workforce’. 

Maths and English changes were often quoted as examples of the impact of how government priorities quickly 

impacted on inspection changes, giving little time for providers to change their practice. Other examples 

included Personal Responsibility and Values Education and Training (PREVENT), equality and diversity and 

mental health. One respondent however indicated that inspection methodology is unlikely to be able to keep 

up with the increasingly sophisticated nature of the sector:  

‘I regard Ofsted as no longer fit for purpose in an employer-focussed, multi-funding source, multi-

level environment. The creation of a unified tertiary sector with HE is vital’. 

One respondent welcomed closer alignment of the inspection framework to government apprenticeship policy: 

‘I am really pleased to hear the new changes to the Ofsted Inspection Framework. I believe the new 

changes will really expose the poor practices of some colleges to Apprenticeships as they will not be 

able to hide behind the classroom-based elements of a topic’. 

Taking these issues together was seen to have significant behavioural implications for organisations:  

‘Management panic too much. As a college we get a lot of things right; more faith is needed. I do 

think that [the] OFSTED process is too subjective and needs re-thinking’ 

‘Rather than supporting the drive for quality in education, Ofsted has become the central problem in 

achieving better teaching and learning. All quality management is directed towards appeasing the 

shifting and often misunderstood Ofsted requirements’ 

‘There is still a lot of emphasis on managing and maximising success rates, rather than improving the 

quality of teaching and learning in the sector’. 

Other external implications of inspection findings were highlighted – for example:   

‘The stakes are too high with Ofsted, and Ofsted is carrying a weight of responsibility which is way 

beyond what it can and should be asked to bear’ 

‘The inspection grades with the varying standards used having massive financial and reputational 

implications for each college: e.g. no traineeships, no 14-16s, loss of confidence locally and 
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businesses taking their money elsewhere. Given the variability and volatility of Ofsted judgements, 

this is dysfunctional for the public, for employers and for colleges’ 

‘SFA decision to withdraw funding without allowing providers to remedy possible problems (identified 

by inspection) forcing training providers to close down in many cases, losing viable businesses and 

jobs’. 

In the 2015 survey few references were made to the role of the FE Commissioner: one respondent indicates 

‘we see him frequently - he knows what he is doing’. Another reflected on the Commissioner’s rapid impact on 

financial management aspect of inspection methodology and another highlighted the huge scale of the role. 

 

9 GOVERNANCE AND GOVERNORS/BOARD MEMBERS  

Results for questions 23/24 on governance show little change in levels of concern since last year but the 

significance of this is difficult to ascertain since only 1.49% of 671 responses were from people whose main 

job role was ‘Governor/Board member/Trustee’ and therefore this section has to be considered from the point 

of anecdotal interest rather that statistical significance. 

Nevertheless, certain issues of concern do come to the fore: such as the question of how relevant the 

governance model is to today’s FE Corporation and the apparent continuing dominance of white middle-class 

men on the boards.  

In response to the questions relating to governance, no area provoked a notably high degree of concern. There 

were similar areas of concern in all five areas: finding governors/board members/trustees with the right 

skills, training, getting governors sufficiently involved, quality of stewardship and challenge and 

diversity of governors – with around a quarter of respondents expressing ‘moderate’ to ‘extreme’ concern. 

Just under two thirds expressed some level of concern, ranging from slight to extreme. 

In response to the questions relating to finding governors of sufficient calibre, 14% were ‘extremely 

concerned’, 17% were ‘moderately concerned’ and 61% expressed ‘some level of concern’. 

There were no comments directly relating to the issue of finding governors of calibre, though there were 

remarks questioning the calibre and asking why people had chosen to stand. 

‘Too many governors take on the role for personal prestige and not interested in what it is they are 

actually appointed to do. Equally, many governors have little or no knowledge of educational issues 

and are certainly not interested in individual learner.’ 

‘My resignation as a governor came about because I was disgusted at what I saw to be nothing more 

than a private members' club. This is no way to manage education in the United Kingdom’ 

In response to the questions relating to training, 10% were ‘extremely concerned’, 15% were ‘moderately 

concerned’ and 65% expressed ‘some level of concern’. The few comments that were made in this respect 

challenged the effectiveness of training and raised the question of remuneration.  

‘Having worked for a failed FE college where the board of governors was totally ineffective and 

allowed the college to run up debts of £22m I feel the current system of governorship selection 

training and support is totally inadequate’ 

‘The complexity of the sector delivery is now [such] that I feel we need to move to a ‘professional’ 

governance model with clear lines of accountability’ 

‘Governors need to be trained and remunerated’ 
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The issue of getting governors sufficiently involved again elicited a low-key response, with 13% saying they 

were ‘extremely concerned’, 16% showing ‘moderate concern’ and 60% expressing ‘some level of concern’. 

Comments in this regard illustrated the lack of involvement. 

‘...not sure some governors actually know what staff do’ 

‘People getting involved as a side line who do not understand governance’  

On the issue of quality of stewardship and challenge, 14% of respondents said they were ‘extremely 

concerned’, 14% were ‘moderately concerned’ and 60% expressed ‘some level of concern’. Comments in this 

regard illustrated the lack of involvement. Comments suggest that the fault lies less in the individual or board 

than in the model of governance in use today. 

‘The Corporation Board post incorporation FE Governance model is broken & inadequate’ 

‘Colleges are incredibly complex and for large colleges many managers and governors struggle to set 

in place adequate appropriate controls for effective oversight’ 

‘Many boards do not challenge the SMT at all’ 

‘Been an FE governor for six years; quality is very high’ 

Levels of concern over diversity of governing boards echo what was said in the other four questions as 13% 

of respondents said they were ‘extremely concerned’, 11% were ‘moderately concerned’ and 57% expressed 

‘some level of concern’. Comments reflect the continuing prevalence of white middle class men. 

‘The Governors are overwhelmingly middle aged / retired white men’ 

‘...lack of females on the board and also cultural diversity is not represented’ 

‘I currently do not have a board. Previously the Board consisted of white middle class retired 

community members with unrealistic and dated views of FE’ 

 

10 EMPLOYER ENGAGEMENT 

The top two topics of most concern in relation to employer engagement remain the same as those reported 

last year, although the ranking order is reversed – effective engagement being seen as ‘extremely’ concerning 

by more respondents than the burden and costs of engagement. Similarly, the range and quality of 

employer contacts is ranked by the third highest number of respondents this year, with retention and churn 

of employer contacts ranked fourth, in contrast to last year when these rankings were reversed. 

Topic Extremely 

concerned 

Moderately 

concerned 

Concern ranking 

2014 2015 

Range and quality of employer contacts 13.16% 
 

18.28% 
 

3 4 

Retention/maintenance and churn of employer 
contacts 

14.15% 
 

15.07% 
 

4 3 

Burdens/costs of employer engagement 15.63% 19.85% 1 2 

Effectiveness of engagement with employers 17.86% 
 

18.78% 
 

2 1 

Figure 3: Comparative rankings of concern on employer engagement theme 
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The response rate for this question is also slightly lower than for some other questions in the survey and 

comparatively fewer respondents say any of the topics listed are of ‘extreme concern’. There are also fewer 

comments in relation to this question (just 28) than for most others, apart from questions relating to 

Partnerships (18 comments), Governance issues (22 comments), and Partnerships (18)  – the average number 

of comments across all the relevant questions in the survey being around 39.  

The relatively lower number of responses and comments for this question could reflect the fact that employer 

engagement is not an immediate concern for a majority of respondents and, by implication, for the majority of 

FE staff. However, the notion that employer engagement is a taxing issue appears to have gained traction even 

amongst staff who are not involved in it. For example: 

‘I have no actual first-hand experience of this but know others find this a challenging area’ 

‘I am not too concerned about employer engagement, other than the time it takes for educational 

establishments and employers to co-ordinate such activities’ 

The comments include some positive reflections on the effectiveness of employer engagement: 

‘Employers are the lifeblood of FE provision - if we are not giving them the skills they need, what are 

we there for?’ 

‘Good, impactful relationships that support learners, learning and the development of the curriculum 

and the institution are in place’. 

Other comments reflect the lack of consistency in employer engagement across the institution and across the 

sector providers: 

‘We have some very good employer links and placement support but it isn't reflected in all vocational 

sectors even in one college’ 

 ‘No consistency from providers especially around contribution; makes a VERY confusing picture for 

employers!’ 

‘Each department has different relationships and levels of engagement with employers’. 

Many of the comments related to the time and costs required to develop and maintain good employer 

engagement: 

‘Difficult to deliver quality of care to employers due to time spent on maintaining records to show 

targets have been met’ 

‘I now have to tender for every employer-related piece of work and this will increase in the new 

apprenticeship world. More red tape, more cost, less time supporting learners’. 

The move to an employer-led funding system and the increasing role of the LEPs were seen as potentially 

detrimental steps:  

‘This government has a totally unrealistic view of the time that employers have to undertake the 

activities that they want them to do. The view that intermediary bodies are not important to making 

this happen is laughable and borders on being downright stupid’ 

‘Huge amount of time has to be invested in this [employer engagement] and LEP engagement has 

made it even more challenging’ 

‘Going via the LEP is more concerning – meeting their priorities whether they are right or wrong’. 
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Some respondents recognised that both employers and providers have difficulty in developing effective links: 

‘Employers are under enough pressure as it is and the demands of colleges and other external 

organisations will force them to close their doors in some cases as they need to focus on their day job’ 

‘As an organisation working with employers, we recognise that engagement is difficult for both sides 

to manage’. 

The difficulty in engaging and supporting SMEs was mentioned frequently: 

‘We are an SME economy so it costs more to engage with our employer base but we go for quality as 

opposed to quantity and have seen an increase in repeat business this year’ 

‘Training costs to them [employers] are a real cost especially when we have mainly SMEs’ 

‘I do not think that very small employers are being well supported, or their views taken into 

consideration’. 

There were also concerns about the impact of funding changes and increased administrative burden on 

employers: 

‘Very concerned about the impact of the proposed reforms for funding on employers; don't want to 

change the funding systems as the SMEs do not have the capacity to manage the admin burden’ 

‘Burden of administration can be off-putting to some employers and might mean the difference 

between offering an opportunity or not’ 

‘the new trailblazer qualifications will drive many of our employers away from taking on apprentices; 

this is a poorly thought out policy that is being rushed in with no visible consultation with interested 

parties other than large companies’. 

One comment noted the need for investment in the partnership with employers and a modernization fund to 

support colleges in this reorientation together with a realistic unit of resource to build and maintain effective 

and long-term employer engagement.  

 

11 POWER AND INFLUENCE 

Local Enterprise Partnerships 

Responses to Question 27 which sought views on three main issues were received from 506 participants. 

Uncertainties of roles/power: 23.8% ‘extremely concerned’; 44.8% ‘extremely’ and ‘moderately concerned’ 

with 18.5% declaring the question ‘not applicable’. Of the three areas designated to demonstrate concern, this 

was the area where there was least concern and the highest percentage of respondents who found the question 

did not apply to them. While concerns about providers’ roles and power are still worrying to almost half the 

respondents, they are not as great as concerns about the sector’s and providers’ status, and only a little less 

than concerns about communicating, co-working and influencing. 

Status of FE and skills providers: This elicited the most concern – both in terms of the highest percentage 

for ‘extremely concerned’ (31%); combined ‘extremely’ and ‘moderately concerned’ (50.2%) and the smallest 

percentage declaring the question was ‘not applicable’ to them (15.8%). There seems to be the greatest degree 

of concern about the status of sector providers which may not be any surprise, as this reflects the long-standing 
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concerns about the status of the sector in comparison to the schools and HE sectors and the almost as long-

standing intention of governments to introduce new providers into the sector. This year it may also reflect 

concerns about the status of providers given the news of another almost 25% cut in adult learning funding. 

Communicating/co-working/influencing: 24.4% ‘extremely concerned’; combined ‘extremely’ and 

‘moderately concerned’ 45.1%; 17.6% ‘not applicable’ 

The responses to these questions indicate a continuing uncertainty about the sector’s status, role and the degree 

of influencing that the sector and its providers possess. This is not surprising given the traditional place of FE 

in the education hierarchy, compounded by almost 50% of its adult funding being cut since 2010 and the lack 

of protection in the future for 16-19 provision. 

Thirty-one written comments following up on the question about concerns and priorities in Further Education 

were received.  All but two of the comments concerned LEPS and all but one were critical. 

‘LEPs do not engage in [the] national skills agenda and are totally out of step with the national 

agenda. For example Hs2 and utilities engineers. National shortages, highly paid specialist work and 

no LEP even mentioning this as part of their strategic aims. There appears to be no accountability for 

LEPs and most are inept in their communication. They do not engage with FE and skills providers in 

any way other than token ways. We have written to 15 LEPS, yet we have not had a single reply, even 

when addressing communications to Chairs. They are an unaccountable set of organisations with no 

common objectives. We were far better off having 12 regions that were accountable rather than a 

plethora of organisations that appear to be primarily self-serving’. 

The criticisms come from FE colleges and independent training providers and from small providers. Most are 

focused on the LEPs’ lack of understanding of the FE and Skills sector. There was a great deal of uncertainty 

about the LEPs’ role and for some of them, complaints about poor communications from the LEP. Those 

respondents with experience of a number of LEPs because of the respondent’s geographic location commented 

on the lack of uniformity of approach by LEPs. Even the most favourable respondent commented on the LEP’s 

lack of capacity.  

‘As a Board member of the LEP, representation is in place. However LEPs have capacity problems 

due to lack of operational funding and this is constraining the pace of change’ 

Given that LEPs have considerable influence and power over FE providers’ plans and operations, the lack of 

confidence in their judgements and capacity as well as their communications must be of concern. 

 

12 PROVIDER AND CROSS-SECTORAL PARTNERSHIPS  

Partnerships with other education and training sectors, providers and bodies 

Of the 509 responses in 2015, 43% indicated slight or no concern about partnerships with other education and 

training sectors, other providers and other bodies – the same percentage as in 2014. In 2015, 18.7% of those 

responding were ‘somewhat concerned’, while 23% reported ‘moderate’ or ‘extreme concern’. These 

responses are again similar to those in 2014, with the corresponding figures being 20% ‘somewhat concerned’ 

and 26% ‘moderately or extremely concerned’. 

Partnerships with government and non-government organisations 

With respect to concerns about partnerships with government and non-government organisations, almost 40% 

of those responding expressed ‘slight’ or ‘no concern’ in both 2015 and 2014. Very similar proportions of 

respondents in the two years reported being ‘somewhat concerned’ (20% in 2015 and 19% in 2014). In 2015 a 
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quarter (25%) of respondents reported being ‘moderately’ or ‘extremely concerned’ – a small reduction on the 

2014 figure (30%). 

Partnerships with contractors or sub-contractors 

Turning to partnerships with contractors or sub-contractors, 40% of respondents expressed ‘slight’ or ‘no 

concern’ in 2015, with a similar figure of 41% in 2014. 17% of respondents reported being ‘somewhat 

concerned’ in both 2015 and 2014; and ‘moderate’ or ‘extreme concern’ was expressed by about a quarter of 

respondents in both years (24% in 2015 and 26% in 2014). 

In considering these responses, a number of points are of interest: 

 There are levels of concern about partnerships in all three areas: 

o other sectors, providers and bodies  

o government and non-government organisations  

o contractors or sub-contractors.  

These concerns, however, are not strong for the majority of respondents. 

 Levels of concern are stable, being reportedly very similar in all areas for 2014 and 2015 

 Comments suggest some specific and significant concerns, in relation to the:  

o relationships and communication with the Skills Funding Agency (SFA) 

o impact of approaches to contracting, and  

o value and sustainability of partnerships. 

Relationships and communication with the SFA 

Concern was consistently expressed that communication with the SFA is automated and impersonal:  

‘Reduced SFA staff and automated data systems - faceless organisation’ 

‘SFA relationship with cuts has dwindled to an email. Have to rely on other means to keep pace with 

change in SFA rulings e.g. newsletters, HOLEX’ 

‘Less personal contact with SFA makes it more computer decision based so you have to be on your 

game with returns and audits’. 

Concern was also expressed about the general competence of the SFA, illustrated by the comment: 

‘I am concerned about the SFA's fitness for purpose. At the moment, they do not seem to be coping 

well. This is manifesting in them not fulfilling promises re deadline dates, huge delays in making 

important decisions and, in some instances, making things up as they go along’. 

Approaches to contracting 

A degree of concern was articulated about contracting arrangements and their impact on smaller providers: 

‘Reducing funding will negatively impact small providers being able to gain sub-contracts, thus 

making entry to market extremely difficult and a monopoly for other larger providers/colleges’ 

‘We need to stop sub-contracting. The relationship is simply abusive and threatening’ 
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‘Why can my organisation not gain a prime contract yet it uses more governmental funding than most 

of the prime contractors it is forced to work with – with the associated costs this creates?’ 

although another perspective contrasted this view: 

‘We have many sub-contractors and this is well managed, standardized and successful provision’. 

Value and sustainability of partnerships 

There were also some comments about the value and potential of effective partnerships, tempered by concern 

about the negative impact of funding cuts, structural change and sector uncertainty on the ability to develop 

and sustain partnership working: 

‘We believe the strength of the FE sector lies with good partnership and collaborative working. This is 

something we have always advocated’ 

‘I fully believe in the power of, and have managed, complex partnership projects and programmes. 

The current climate is working against efficient and productive partnership as funding pots shrink and 

people 'cover their homework with their arms' retreating to self- serving and survival’ 

‘There are so many cuts now to public sector workers that many of our well established links and 

partners have either disappeared, or are under pressure and unable to support us as they had done 

previously. Partnership work is great – but you need partners in a fit state to work with! It's very 

worrying’ 

‘As the sector becomes more uncertain, providers are becoming less likely to collaborate and are 

instead pulling up their respective drawbridges. Other bodies, eg local authorities, are also more 

inward looking as they try to negotiate the funding threats they too face, so collaborative projects 

become increasingly rare’. 

 

13 WIDER POLICY CONTEXT   

508 responses contributed to the survey’s examination of levels of concern for four key policy drivers:  

 

 broad government 'direction of travel' for FE and Skills  

 sector complexity (e.g. BIS/DfE boundary) 

 role of the Education & Training Foundation (ETF) and other bodies supporting the sector 

 media coverage and sector reputation. 

Broad government 'direction of travel' for FE and skills:  

‘Extremely concerned’: 55%; ‘extremely’ and ‘moderately concerned’: 71%; ‘Not applicable’: 6%.   

Clearly a major concern is the broad direction of travel for the sector with over half the respondents being 

concerned about this and over 70% extremely or moderately concerned.  This concern seems to be broadly 

shared across the sector with only 6% stating that the concern was not applicable to them. Compared with the 

responses to the same question last year, the level of extreme concern has risen slightly: 53.7% in 2014 

compared with 55% in 2015. Although still very high, the combined level of the ‘extremely’ and ‘moderately 

concerned’ to this question has reduced slightly – from 73% in 2014 down to 71% in 2015. 
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Sector complexity (e.g. BIS/DfE boundary): 

‘Extremely concerned’: 40%; ‘Extremely’ and ‘moderately concerned’: 63%; Not applicable: 9%.  

Sector complexity was a major concern for respondents, although slightly less of a concern than the sector 

direction of travel. A majority of respondents thought that sector complexity was of extreme or moderate 

concern in 2015 (62.40%), but somewhat less than those concerned by the direction of travel. Those extremely 

concerned with this issue were fewer than those extremely concerned about the direction of travel. 38% were 

extremely concerned about sector complexity compared with the 55% who were extremely concerned with the 

direction of travel. However the percentage of those moderately concerned about sector complexity was 

greater than those who were moderately concerned with the direction of travel: 24% compared with 16%. The 

9% of respondents who declared that the issue was not applicable to them perhaps relates to those providers 

who were either delivering only 16-19 learning programmes or only adult learning programmes.  

Comparing the responses in 2015 to 2014, there was slightly more extreme concern about sector complexity 

(42% in 2014 compared with 38% in 2015) and slightly more responses which were moderately concerned 

about sector complexity than in 2015 (26% in 2014, 24% in 2015). Again this may be due to changes in the 

respondents’ backgrounds or changes from the DfE to 16-19 provision being less distinctive and more familiar 

in 2015. 

Role of ETF and other bodies supporting the sector:  

‘Extremely concerned’: 22%; ‘extremely’ and ‘moderately concerned’: 42%; ‘not applicable’: 16%.  

There is clearly concern about sector support bodies, although it could be assumed that these refer to the ETF 

as it was referred to in the question and really is the only such sector body now. From the responses to this 

question it seems that the ETF has still not won the confidence of the sector – given that nearly 42% of 

respondents were extremely or moderately concerned. That almost 16% of respondents felt that the question 

was not applicable to them may demonstrate that the ETF still has some way to go in gaining the confidence of 

the sector. At 15.8%, this figure is far greater than the percentages for those who believe that the other 

questions were not applicable to the respondents (6% for the question on direction of travel; 10% for the 

question on sector complexity and 7% for the question on media coverage and sector reputation).  

Comparing the responses to the question in 2014 and 2015, those ‘extremely concerned’ had fallen from 29% 

to 22% and those ‘moderately concerned’ had fallen from 27% to 20%, from which it seems that concerns 

about the ETF have lessened slightly in the ETF’s first full year of operations. This is offset by an increase in 

the numbers of those stating that the question on the ETF was not applicable to them. This had increased from 

14% in 2014 to 16% in 2015. 

Media coverage and sector reputation:  

‘Extremely concerned’: 28%; ‘extremely’ and ‘moderately concerned’: 54%; ‘not applicable’: 7%.  

Concerns with media coverage of the sector and the sector’s reputation remain high with 54% ‘extremely’ or 

‘moderately concerned’. This concern appears widespread across respondents with only 7% stating that the 

question did not apply to them. Comparing the 2014 and 2015 responses, concerns had declined slightly: down 

from 56% in 2014 to 54% in 2015 with those stating that the question did not apply to them rising from 5% to 

7%. Comments on the issues explored within this question reflect the continuing disillusionment and despair 

at the media’s neglect of FE and how this gives a green light to the government’s broad direction of travel for 

the sector. 
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‘It looks bleak for adult education funding and yet no one outside of FE Week readership would even 

know it is being cut. The media coverage on FE remains woeful and I fear that the Mandarins in 

Whitehall may get their way next time and cut all FE... Would anyone notice in the press?!?’ 

and 

‘What media coverage? It’s all about schools and universities!’ 

There was little faith in the government’s understanding of FE and concern about both the broad direction of 

travel for the sector and various details of policy making. Concerns about funding, especially for adult 

learning, were clear even though there was not a question on funding within this item. 

‘From the recent apprentice conference, it is clear that the current government and the Labour party 

either don't understand or don't listen to the skills sector. They are determined to implement change 

that no one wants yet still pursue it…’  

‘This government is not at all supportive of FE. I don't think they understand what we do or how we 

do it. They have no respect for us’ 

‘Extremely concerned about the future of Apprenticeships and the move to an employer-led approach 

for funding; the majority of my employers do not want change and do not have the wherewithal to 

administer an apprenticeship funding system’. 

However, there was one favourable comment on the government’s policies: 

‘My experience is with apprenticeships. I welcome the increased role of employers. I think this will be 

the saving of the sector’. 

The comments on the ETF were uniformly unfavourable, with those commenting equating it with bureaucracy 

and consigning it to the fate of its numerous predecessors: 

‘ETF in danger of going the same way as predecessor organisations - creating layers upon layers of 

bureaucracy and processes’ 

 ‘ETF and other bodies have little impact but receive funding that could be better spent in regional 

support networks’ 

‘ETF doesn't have many bucks and is it getting any bang for them?’ 

Even when the ETF is not condemned, its role as the new professional body for FE staff is questioned. 

‘ETF general role OK, but wholly inappropriate body to take on new professional body role’ 

 

14 OTHER CONCERNS 

Of the 70 or so people who made comments about issues not covered in the main body of the survey the 

majority identified concerns under three main themes: 

 dissatisfaction with the bureaucracy associated with funding and audit requirements 

 changing requirements for curriculum delivery 

 lack of career development opportunities and morale issues. 
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Bureaucracy concerns 

First and foremost were high levels of dissatisfaction with the bureaucracy associated with funding and audit 

requirements combined with the persistent unreliability and complexity of the SFA data hub. Frustrations were 

voiced about continually changing guidance, unresponsive or inconsistent advice from SFA and BIS, with 

perceptions of disinterested civil servants with little understanding of the sector. In addition, there were 

problems associated with the management of multiple funding streams and shifting funding goalposts. 

‘There is too much rigidity in audit and accountabilities, far too much prescription and complexity 

around what provision can qualify or not for Government funding and frequent changes to this. 

Freedoms and flexibilities as a phrase rings very hollow – flies in the face of the experience of running 

a college.’  

Another respondent added: 

‘Central control by BIS/SFA; Incompatibility with a market approach; Government appears unwilling 

to accept that a market means a market, not just saying it but continuing with central control’. 

Very specifically there were persistent complaints about the SFA and Education Funding Agency (EFA) IT 

systems:   

‘The websites are poorly designed and not user friendly….There is a slow response time to problems 

related to funding submissions, lack of consistent answers (or even answers in some cases). The 

Government/Civil Service have an apparent lack of interest in the problems caused by their demands 

and continually changing guidance’. 

Changing curriculum delivery requirements 

The current situation around the provision of English and Maths also came in for critical comment. One 

respondent simply said:  

‘There are ridiculous rules about forcing students to keep taking English and Maths GCSEs that they 

can’t possibly pass or use in the workplace’. 

Others built on this succinct summation, pointing out that:  

‘staff delivering provision are angry and upset by the mixed messages coming from Government about 

priority areas like English and Maths and the constant chopping and changing of qualifications which 

creates a load of work’. 

There was a feeling among some that FE yet again was expected to be mopping up problems which had their 

roots elsewhere in the education system.  

‘There is judgement on the FE sector for not developing students or dealing with behaviour which 

have not been progressed or challenged during years at school (e.g. Maths and English skills.) 

Another, more bluntly, commented on the  

‘low level of competence of learners coming straight from school totally lacking the basic educational 

and social requirements for life’. 
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Career development and staff morale concerns 

A final area of concern was the prospects for career development (and to some extent CPD) within the sector, 

allied with heartfelt complaints about work load and lack of recognition: 

‘There is little or no recognition of the role we really play. We scoop up many of those for whom 

conventional education has not worked…and try to put young people back in the job market, support 

them to become a desirable employee within a nine month span’  

‘The workload is ridiculous, especially teaching BTEC courses in (one of the many) understaffed 

chaotic FE colleges. Pay for well-qualified experienced lecturers is poor. I am an engineering lecturer 

with an honours degree and Master’s degree, a teaching qualification and close to 20 years of 

industrial experience. I earn just under £30K’. 

Another respondent wrote: 

 ‘I am unable to progress further up the career ladder to a better role within the college. Even after 

achieving a Master’s degree in a relevant subject I am still doing Admin work. Career prospects are 

poor and there is little or no CPD for support staff. It may be that I will seek employment elsewhere 

and in another employment market altogether’. 

So, to sum up, impossible and shifting demands from the SFA and BIS, coupled with shifting goalposts for 

curriculum delivery and a sense of careers being blighted by lack of opportunity for CPD or career 

progression. 

 

15 CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, a broad cross-section of sector professional opinion has identified institutional funding as by 

far the biggest issue of concern, with 92% of 723 respondents being moderately or extremely concerned about 

the issue, a 5% increase on the 2014 figure.  

Many of the issues mentioned in the second highest area of concern, government priorities, related to the 

impact of funding reductions outlined above. Concerns about funding and government priorities, the top two 

nominated issues, appear to impact directly on sector status and morale, the third most mentioned concern. 

The reduction in funding means that the sector is perceived as being less important than schools and higher 

education. The playing field isn’t considered level with ring-fenced funding not applying to other sectors. 

 Decision-makers are seen as being remote from an understanding of what the sector does and the challenges it 

faces. This is compounded by the lack of a FE voice championing the sector with Government. As one 

respondent noted, ‘We appear to lack clear identity and leadership, vision and pride in what we do’. All of 

this impacts on staff morale and retention. 

 Other comments people made explaining their concerns were also revealing. Unlike last year when most 

comments revolved around particular aspects of provision, many people this year expressed fears about 

systemic failure: perceived threats to the viability of institutions, to adult learning as a whole or to FE as 

we have known it. 

 Future reports will seek to analyse these concerns in more detail and shed light on why they should be the 

source of so much disquiet to sector practitioners. 

 Look out for the 2016 survey in the first half of next year. 
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ANNEX 1: RESPONDENTS’ CHARACTERISTICS 

Main job role 

All 723 respondents gave information on their main job role. Of these, 671 respondents (92.8% of the total 

numbers accessing the survey as a whole) chose one of the twelve roles presented as options. This compared 

with a response-rate for this question of 91.5% in the first survey, during 2014 – when only nine possible roles 

were offered for choice. 

Of those, the largest number (189, or 28.2% of those choosing here) considered themselves to be ‘middle 

managers’. The next largest role selected was ‘senior manager’, with 119 (or 17.7%). This means that nearly 

half of all those responding consider themselves to be managers. A comparison with such patterns from 2014 

shows the proportion here of the whole response has dropped slightly.  

Those figures do not include senior leaders such as principals and CEOs (64, or 9.5%, slightly higher in 

proportion than last year), vice-principals or similar (43, or 6.4%) and governors/board members (10, or 

1.5%). Again, these proportions closely align with those from the first annual survey.  

Some 68 respondents self-identified as ‘tutors/lecturers’ (10.1% -- virtually an identical share with 2014), 

while 129 (or 19.2%). This latter figure is a perceptible rise in percentage from the preceding survey: about 

one-third more (i.e., from 15% in 2014), against this year’s total of 671 self-identifiers of their main job-role 

from the list of a dozen options, this year.  

Thus, a total of 197 (or, 29.4%) of the response could be considered as coming from ‘main-grade, front-line’ 

staff. This too was a small increase (up from just over 25% of the total selecting a role, last time). 

Only four inspectors (an identical 0.6%) responded to the survey. Finally, 45 respondents (a slightly-reduced 

6.7%, on 2014 proportion) self-identified as ‘consultants’. No-one chose to identify themselves as either 

‘journalist’, researcher’ or ‘lobbyist’ – all of them new categories for this year.  

In addition, there were a little over 50 further responses given under the ‘other’ option (in 2014, this total was 

99). These included roles such as ‘auditor’, ‘student’, ‘local government officer’, ‘volunteer’, ‘senior civil 

servant’, ‘social purpose activist’ and ‘independent apprenticeship ambassador’. 

Figure 4: Main job role (2015 survey) 
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Employment status 

The question about current employment status produced 719 responses, comprising 99.5% of all respondents – 

slightly closer to the full 100% than last year’s very high proportion of 98.35%. Of these 719, some 586 (or 

80.7%, just marginally higher than in 2014) were full-time permanent employees. Few if any readers would 

accept that nearly 81% of the sector are in permanent full-time posts – and thus that this is a representative 

sample in that respect. A further 15 (2.1%) were full-time, but temporary. The latter total was identical to 

2014, but the proportion – although still very small – had increased. This of course is unrepresentative of the 

proportion of temporary full-time staff in the FE and Skills sector, but may perhaps reflect the degree of 

connection those staff have with things like this survey. For 62 of those responding (slightly down, at 8.6%, 

from 2014) their status was part-time and permanent. However, only 8 more (1.1%) were both part-time and 

temporary in their status. This figure and the proportion it represented again shrank from the 2014 parallels – 

again, perhaps uncharacteristic of the full picture in the sector. 

‘Self-employed’ was chosen by 41 respondents (5.7%), ‘not currently employed’ by 5 (or, 0.7%), and ‘retired’ 

by 8 respondents, or 1.1%. These figures and percentages are all very close to those that emerged in the 2014 

survey. Interestingly, one further respondent used the ‘Comment’ section to indicate that they were on a part-

time zero-hours contract. 

Figure 5: Employment status (2015 survey) 

Length of experience  

Length of experience in the FE and Skills sector was specified by 99.6% of all those taking the survey. Very 

experienced respondents (with 13 or mor e years in the field) predominated: some 376, or 52.2%. The next-

largest group claimed 6-12 years’ experience (214 respondents, or 29.7%). This was followed by 70 

respondents (or 9.7%) with three to five years experience, and two or less years was selected by 54 people, (or 

7.5%). Finally, six respondents (0.8%) stated that this question was not applicable to them. 

Once again, these numbers and proportions very closely accord with those from the first survey, a year ago. 
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Figure 6: Length of service in FE sector (2015 survey) 

Type of organisation 

Figure 7: Type of employer organisation (2015 survey) 

 

In terms of the sort of organisation where the respondents were most closely associated, colleges 

predominated, at 63.9%. Of the 686 (94.9% of all respondents) replying to this particular question, some 392 

(or 57.1%), chose ‘General FE college’. A further 26, or 3.8%, chose ‘Sixth form college’, and 20 (2.9%) 

chose ‘Specialist college’. The next highest cohort selected ‘Private/independent training provider’ – 

comprising 104 respondents, or 15.2% of all those replying to this question. Some 32 (4.7%) were from ‘Adult 

and community education providers’, while a further 32 (4.7%) self-identified as ‘Local authority’. ‘Sector 

support organisation and/or membership body’ was chosen by 28 respondents (4.1%). A total of 12 people 

(1.8%) selected ‘government body/department’. Other categories comprised some 40 replies here. 
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In addition, 17 respondents (2.5%) indicated that they were not affiliated to any specific entity, but were 

wholly independent. In addition, in a new option for this second year, 8 people (1.18%) came from a higher 

education institution.  

Finally, a further 41 chose ‘other’, and specified such affiliations as: offender learning, awarding organisation, 

recruitment agency, trade union, school, research centre, or post-16 free school. 

 

 


