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Introduction 
 
The Policy Consortium provides these comments in the hope that they might help shape 
the development of a Guild organisation for Further Education, according to the 
requirements set out in the Grant Letter 2012-13 to the AoC Chief Executive from the 
Deputy Director, Teaching & Learning Quality and Curriculum Division, Department of 
Business and Skills (BIS) on 9th November 2012.   
 
The Policy Consortium is a group of experienced senior professionals, all with extensive 
track records in further education (FE) and skills. We work together as independent 
researchers and consultants to provide high-quality support for providers of education 
and training, sector organisations, government agencies and other clients with an 
interest in these areas. Full details of our membership and activities are available at 
http://policyconsortium.co.uk/ . 
 
We note the consultation arrangements described on the AoC website, and the initial on-
line consultation survey that has recently been launched. However, as the latter seems 
to be designed exclusively for provider organisations, we felt it most appropriate to 
record our views separately here, albeit directed at the same issues covered by the 
survey questionnaire. We hope that our comments are useful, albeit that they are 
submitted after the survey deadline. The Policy Consortium also looks forward to 
responding at a later stage of the consultation process, when more details have 
emerged of the proposals of AoC and its partners for the nature of the new body.    
 
Rationale for the creation of a guild organisation 
 
The Policy Consortium strongly supports the concept of the creation of a professional 
body for further education (FE). Compared to other professions that enjoy high public 
esteem, FE manifestly lacks such a body. The combination of trade unions, quangos 
and high-profile individuals that currently occupy the territory in question has not proved 
a satisfactory answer. They have either had insufficient sway – both inside the 
profession, but more notably externally – or have been associated with conflicting or 
self-serving messages. The combined effect has been to condemn FE to a confused 
view of its own worth and –arguably – to a consequent lack of proper self-respect. Not 
surprisingly, these tendencies have been accompanied by a low public profile and a 
mediocre status in the eyes of politicians, media and the general public.   
 
Furthermore, the reality of the current situation provides no practicable alternative for 
AoC and its partner organisations in this exercise other than to do their utmost to make a 
success of the creation of a guild organisation. The recommendations of the Lingfield 
report on professionalism in FE; their speedy adoption by the Government; the 
consequent decisions to terminate the funding of the Learning and Skills Improvement 
Service (LSIS) from 1st August 2013 and to withdraw the regulations requiring 
registration with the Institute for Learning (IfL) for teachers and trainers in FE; and the 
requirement as set out in the BIS grant letter to have the guild body operational by 1st 
August 2013; all combine to signal the way forward.  
 
Given these circumstances, we believe that there is a real opportunity for the sector to 
seize the initiative with a view to establishing and extending concepts of professionalism 
against a background of greater autonomy and influence. However, we also have real 



 3 

concerns about specific elements of potential future developments on the road ahead. 
These concerns centre primarily upon: 

• the use of ‘Guild’ as the main element of the title for the new professional body; 
• the tight timescale for it to become operational; 
• the funding it will be able to raise, the resources it will therefore be able to 

command, and its associated capabilities to discharge the functions associated 
with a successful professional body; and 

• the extent of any greater autonomy and power that the new body will be able to 
exercise in practice. 

 
We explore these issues in our more detailed comments which follow below. 
 
Title of the new body 
 
The Policy Consortium has strong reservations about the title ‘Guild’ used in respect of 
the new body by the Lingfield report, and by BIS. Dictionary definitions of the term 
usually lead with “a medieval association of craftsmen or merchants, often having 
considerable power”, or some similar wording. We also believe that this is the general 
public understanding. The word has undeniable associations with pomp and 
circumstance, fustiness and quaintness. Whilst a number of organisations of this type 
that still style themselves as ‘guilds’ can enjoy high levels of prestige, they tend to be of 
some antiquity and associated with traditional crafts and trades, rather than with 
modern-day professions. On occasion, too, they have had a reputation for perpetuating 
restrictive practices in terms of entry to their ranks, and in such functions as pricing, 
contracts and labour market exclusions.  
 
We acknowledge that there is a long-established, highly esteemed educational body that 
makes incorporates the term in its title – City & Guilds (C&G). But this also represents a 
potential source of confusion with the new FE body if the latter adopts the word ‘guild’. 
For instance, the public might be inclined to think that like C&G its main function was as 
an awarding body, or that it was somehow connected to the sixteen Livery Companies 
that gave C&G the second part of its own title.     
 
More importantly, though, we feel the term ‘guild’ is not appropriate for the educational 
profession. Even if it is accepted that the primary focus of FE is purely vocational and 
that, in line with the Lingfield recommendations, the sector should seek as soon as 
possible to shed its responsibilities for remedial and academic provision1, such a word 
does not convey a sense that FE is a major provider of skills in information and 
communications and other high-tech areas, nor even of cutting-edge skills in more 
traditional areas. It is notable that professions such as medicine, law, engineering and 
architecture do not use the term for their own equivalent bodies.  
 
Furthermore, if Lord Lingfield’s wish for a single post-compulsory sector of education is 
eventually to be realised, we consider it most unlikely that the university sector would 
wish this title to apply to an all-embracing professional body. We therefore favour a 
straightforward title such as “Chartered Institute of Further Education” or something 
similar.     

                                            
1 We have significant reservations on the extent to which it will be both practicable and sensible 
to implement these steps in the foreseeable future. 
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Status and roles 
 
The Policy Consortium strongly endorses the statements in the Lingfield report to the 
effect that the FE sector should begin to take full advantage of greater autonomy in the 
context of a more mature policy and funding relationship with government. We also see 
positive potential for the proposed ‘guild’ to be linked closely with the development of 
chartered status as also envisaged by Lingfield – especially if, as we would envisage, 
the new body takes over the responsibility for administering the latter from the interim 
independent body that BIS is currently in the process of establishing.2 All this argues 
strongly for a body that is genuinely sector-led and owned, rather than an independent 
organisation which has nevertheless been established by – and with its title chosen by – 
government to work with the sector.  
 
We consider it vital, though, that the AoC and its partner bodies in this venture remain 
vigilant in ensuring that the Government is genuine in its endorsement of greater 
autonomy for the sector. All too often in the past such promises have proved to be 
weasel words. Governments have a vested interest in placing greater responsibility for 
performance on the sector, but are notoriously reluctant to relinquish key powers over 
matters such as qualifications, funding and quality. In this way, government control to the 
point of micro-management has been retained, whilst responsibilities that properly 
belong with central government are abrogated. The combined arrangements for the 
establishment of a guild and of chartered status in FE should be based on a clear 
acknowledgement that colleges, like universities, form part of civil society and have a 
legitimacy and public value independent of central (or indeed local) government. This is 
already reflected in their being mainly funded by grant-in-aid, rather than by contract.     
 
In principle, we support the idea expressed in the Lingfield report that the processes now 
underway might incorporate the conclusion of an FE ‘Covenant’, as the vehicle for 
agreement on such matters as the obligation to undertake qualifications and continuing 
professional development (CPD) among lecturers, and corresponding obligations to give 
moral and tangible support among employers. We do, however, find the term ‘Covenant’ 
to be unduly portentous. Other reputable professional bodies deal with such matters 
through their codes of practice. With Lingfield, therefore, we accept that this is the place 
for “the expression of a code of professional conduct and those many other matters of 
mutual interest across the sector which transcend anything that readily can be agreed 
between the individual employer and its staff”.  
 
However, the success of this concept depends on it being framed to the satisfaction of 
all parties concerned. This might not be easy as, for example, the University and College 
Union (UCU) is quite justifiably likely to oppose any new obligations being placed on its 
members that have implications for their conditions of service in the absence of 
thoroughly concrete reciprocal arrangements. Equally, for a Covenant or code of 
practice to work it must be something to which all guild organisation members should 
formally commit. This means that a purely membership body would be ineffective unless 
there were very obvious benefits and sanctions surrounding the decision to join, 
arrangements which in themselves are likely to be controversial. The UCU would quite 
understandably balk at un-negotiated conditions, as would individual provider employers.      
 
                                            
2 Our preferred title for the new body is proposed on the assumption that this is what eventually 
occurs.  
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Based on the evidence of equivalent organisations for other professions, we believe that 
an effective professional body for FE will wish to establish a wide remit. We agree with 
Lord Lingfield that professionalism among lecturers “is linked inextricably with their 
acceptance of responsibility for the validity of qualifications; for the quality of the service 
which their employing provider offers to learners; and for contributing to firm strategic 
direction, viability and probity through participation in good governance”.  
 
Potentially, therefore, the new body’s involvement will encompass all of the areas listed 
in the initial consultation survey questionnaire, namely: 

• governance, leadership and management; 
• standards and qualifications for those employed in the sector; 
• initial teacher training and supply; 
• CPD for those employed in the sector; 
• self-assessment and peer review; 
• organisational effectiveness and efficiency; 
• learner support and learner voice; and 
• associated research and development, including international comparisons. 

 
To the above list we would also add the role of representing the sector and 
communicating its roles, activities and successes to media and public. Here, though, we 
recognise that there will be major issues concerning the harmonisation of views between 
the new body, AoC and the other consultation partners. We also endorse Lord Lingfield’s 
recommendation that the new body might take on the role of helping coordinate 
students’ qualifications in the sector, working with the national awarding bodies and with 
Ofqual to achieve this end.  
 
We look forward to commenting further on the ways in which the new body might 
practicably and sensibly develop a role across all these areas once more detailed 
proposals emerge from the AoC and its consultation partners. 
 
Timescale and capabilities 
 
The remit for the new body that Lingfield suggests, and that in principle we endorse, is a 
formidable one. Whilst the sector has some experience of collective action, the kinds of 
roles pursued successfully by, for example, the British Medical Association, the 
Engineering Council, and the Royal Institute of British Architects, have evolved over 
many years. We therefore regard it as vital that AoC and its partner organisations resist 
any pressures from government to launch the new body on 1st August 2013 in what 
purports to represent a near-to-fully-formed state. If it is to be successful, the new body 
must be given more (and sufficient) time to develop its roles and functions, going far 
beyond a cursory inheritance of a legacy from LSIS that in any event is likely to have 
been substantially diminished.   
 
A major related issue is the funding likely to be available to support the creation and 
long-term operation of the new body. Even on the most optimistic assumptions this is 
likely to be unequal to the task. The funding of £360,000 for 2012-13 announced in BIS’s 
grant letter only covers the transitional period up to 31st March 2013 and is intended to 
pay for the feasibility study and operations needed to shape the new body and to 
develop a set of recommendations for implementation. Any funding to continue work of 
the type previously undertaken by LSIS is additional. Beyond the transitional period the 
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picture is uncertain. We understand that the Government is most unlikely to make 
available any funding that remotely approaches the final level of the annual support for 
LSIS.  
 
We also believe that the Government is set against any system of national top-slicing of 
FE funding to support guild organisation activities. It has been suggested that on the 
closure of LSIS, the Government will disburse some of its current level of funding directly 
to providers to support their own CPD and R&D activities. If this transpires, though, the 
amount involved is likely to equate to less than £10,000 per annum per provider – a total 
insufficient to have more than minimal impact on improvement if spent internally in an ad 
hoc manner. 
 
We therefore consider that a major initial issue to be faced in the formation of the new 
body is to persuade an overwhelming majority of individual providers within the sector to 
agree to a precept, levy or subscription level that is adequate to support the guild 
organisation’s continuing functions. Unless this can be achieved, we foresee the new 
body being effectively stifled at birth, possessing a capacity grossly inadequate to be 
anything more than a powerless figurehead for the sector.  
 
We therefore suggest that the AoC and its partners in this exercise do their utmost to 
obtain BIS’s backing for a recommendation that any residual funding that otherwise 
would have been given to LSIS should be spent collectively in this way, rather than 
being divided piecemeal amongst individual providers.  
 
If such an arrangement cannot be secured and sustained, then given the financial 
pressures upon the sector it is highly unlikely that individual providers would feel able to 
spare sufficient funding for the new body from within their existing budgets. Neither does 
the experience of IfL suggest that subscription membership arrangements with individual 
teachers and other employees in the sector could deliver a viable solution.  
 
Even given an optimistic outlook, it is therefore likely that the new body will need to be 
both efficient and imaginative if it is to be effective. This calls for a collaborative 
approach to other bodies with overlapping interests. So, for example, where the guild 
body might seek to lead national initiatives in teacher recruitment and training, R&D and 
CPD, we recommend that it should seek to work closely with bodies including: 

• all the partner organisations who supported the FE Guild bid3; 
• the Institute of Education, University of London and other university departments 

with a track record of work focusing on the FE sector and empathetic to it;  
• the current Centres for Excellence in Teacher Training (CETT) network; 
• FE colleges and other providers in the sector with experience of successful 

action research activities, and staff capable of leading them; and 
• awarding bodies, universities and other institutions with responsibilities for initial 

and in-service teaching qualifications and their delivery.  
 
With such a collaborative approach, the scarce resources likely to be available to the 
sector have a chance of being harnessed to a common and shared effort, thereby 
delivering the maximum impact per pound invested.  
 
                                            
3 Here we consider it important that the new body should draw on the experience of LSIS, both up 
to and following its closure. 
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In the immediate future, there is a pressing need to take collective action to secure the 
retention of the more useful materials currently housed in the LSIS Excellence Gateway, 
in a form that is both accessible, and properly ‘searchable’. Though we do not believe 
that this resource is by any means perfect, it is nonetheless valuable to the sector and 
should not to be lost permanently when LSIS ceases to function.  
 
Key elements of establishing and extending professionalism 
 
The Policy Consortium believes that the new body could be truly pioneering if it 
embodies professionalism fully for the particular context of further education. The most 
prestigious professions are founded on the idea that they embody specialist knowledge 
and skills, and that this knowledge advances, accumulates, and is passed on to each 
generation. For this to happen, influence over initial teacher education (ITE) is vital, 
which implies effective representation within the HEIs with current responsibilities in this 
area.  
 
Likewise, control over CPD processes is desirable, as is their connection to appropriate 
R&D activities. Strong, evidence-based CPD is reckoned to be a distinguishing factor in 
Finland’s educational system – widely acknowledged as being one of the highest 
performing in the world. To be fully professional, the sector should, in principle, also 
develop, apply and monitor its own standards of practice. We recognise that the 
adoption of this role would raise questions about the future of IfL, and cause it to review 
its continuing function as an individual membership body.  
 
All this will take time to achieve, will demand unity of purpose across the sector, and 
preparedness to demonstrate independence from government. This in turn presents a 
further dilemma. The establishment of the new body is being driven by bodies that 
represent providers – in effect, an employer-led process.  
 
However, whilst we accept that this a practicable and sensible way to proceed, we do 
not believe that a successful and meaningful concept of professionalism can be 
embedded in the sector, and communicated effectively to politicians, media and public, if 
it is employer-owned. The determination of professionalism for the sector does not 
reside solely with employers. The staff who work, and have worked previously, in the 
sector also have a justifiable and formative interest, as do those concerned with ITE, 
R&D & CPD.  
 
We believe that there is also an issue here that concerns private-sector provider 
employers, since first and foremost they must be responsible to their shareholders, 
rather than to learners, industry, society more generally, or to any over-arching concept 
of professionalism.   
 
To be effective, therefore, we believe that the new body must be a genuine partnership 
of the bodies that supported the guild bid. This includes those representing employees in 
the sector, stakeholders in related ITE, R&D & CPD, and – importantly – learners as 
well. We also think it sensible that employers served by FE providers should be 
consulted regularly by the new body, as their experience and views should help inform  
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the development of professionalism in the sector.4 Here again, the issue arises as to 
what IfL’s future function would then be. If this question is not resolved, there is a real 
danger that – as in the past – the creation of a new body in FE merely adds to and 
duplicates the work being done already by an existing one. 
 
In summary, therefore, the Policy Consortium supports the general concept of 
establishing the new body, with the following provisos: 
 

• We believe that the title of ‘guild’ is unsuitable for a professional body 
representing the FE sector, and that a more appropriate term should be 
proposed to BIS. 

 
• The new body will need time to develop and discharge its proper functions, 

extending well beyond the launch date of 1st August 2013 set by BIS.  
 

• To have any chance of success, the new body needs to be able to have first call 
on any residual funding from the closure of LSIS, and the partner bodies behind it 
need to be able to convince the large majority of providers, and BIS, accordingly.  

 
• The concept of professionalism should be founded on the idea that it embodies 

specialist knowledge and skill developed and passed on over time. For this to 
happen, the new body must concern itself fully with coordination of related ITE, 
CPD and R&D.  

 
• To be effective, the new body must be a genuine partnership of the bodies that 

supported the guild bid, which include those representing employees in the 
sector, stakeholders in related ITE, R&D & CPD, and learners. Employers served 
by FE providers should also be consulted regularly by the new body.    

 
In our opinion, the Government’s proposal that a ‘guild’ organisation for FE should be 
established represents an important opportunity for bolstering the sector’s 
professionalism and self-respect, and enhancing its public image. It is vital that the new 
body starts off on the right foot at its launch on 1st August 2013, for if it fails to make an 
impact the same chance is unlikely to be offered again in the foreseeable future.   
 
 

                                            
4 We suggest that the stated rationale for the Higher Education Academy (HEA) might be 
instructive in this regard: 'Our mission, as stated in our Strategic Plan 2012-2016, is to use our 
expertise and resources to support the higher education community in order to enhance the 
quality and impact of learning and teaching. We do this by recognising and rewarding excellent 
teaching, bringing together people and resources to research and share best practice, and by 
helping to influence, shape and implement policy.' 


