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Summary 
 When the first FE funding and accountability consultation was published, SFCA was pleased to 

see that our representations to exclude sixth form colleges from the scope of the consultation 
had been successful. The proposals for funding applied only to adult funding, and the 
proposals for accountability applied to “all colleges in the statutory Further Education sector 
funded by the Secretary of State through ESFA, except sixth form colleges”. 

 But by the time the Skills and Post-16 Education Act had been passed and the second FE 
funding and accountability consultation published, sixth form colleges had been included in the 
scope of the government’s accountability proposals. As a result, sixth form colleges will be 
required to comply with a range of new duties and requirements that will reduce autonomy and 
increase bureaucracy, but do little to improve educational outcomes for their students.   

 The government’s accountability proposals are irrelevant to most sixth form colleges, largely 
because policymakers have treated colleges as a homogenous group that is focused on the 
core mission set out in the Skills for Jobs white paper “to give people the advanced technical 
and higher technical skills they need to get good jobs, which will boost the nation’s productivity 
and support progression”. Fundamentally, this does not reflect the broader mission and focus 
of sixth form colleges.  

 While the government’s starting point in the white paper is to “put employers at the heart of 
Post-16 skills, driving technical and higher technical skills provision in their areas”, the starting 
point for most sixth form colleges would be to put students at the heart of a broad sixth form 
education that leads to a range of destinations – national as well as local. This mismatch helps 
to explains why the government’s proposals, and the language used to explain them, appear 
so alien to sixth form colleges.  

 All sixth form colleges are involved in responding to the needs of local employers and 
enhancing the employability skills of their students. But while this forms part of their core 
mission, it does not define it.  

 In summary, the proposals set out in this second consultation (and the measures already in 
place following the Skills and Post-16 Education Act) will do little to help institutions that deliver 
a broad sixth form education to young people. The benefits to those responsible for the 
accountability regime for sixth form colleges are clear. The benefits to sixth form colleges or 
their students are far less clear.     

 We believe that sixth form colleges should be removed from the scope of the accountability 
proposals set out in the consultation. The next best solution would be to limit the scope of the 
proposals to technical provision. We have set out below our overall concerns relating to 
autonomy and bureaucracy, relevance and equality, and conclude with specific responses 
to three of the main proposals in the consultation.      
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https://consult.education.gov.uk/fe-funding/reforms-to-funding-and-accountability/supporting_documents/Skills%20for%20JobsA%20New%20Further%20Education%20Funding%20and%20Accountability%20System.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/skills-for-jobs-lifelong-learning-for-opportunity-and-growth
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Autonomy and bureaucracy  
 The opening paragraph in the consultation’s chapter on accountability states that “We have a 

vision for an autonomous further education system where providers have the freedom to 
decide for themselves how best to support their learners to realise their potential”. The chapter 
then sets out a range of proposals including: 

o Accountability agreements, the first part of which will set out “national skills priorities” that 
colleges will be required to contribute to through their provision 

o Accountability agreements, the second part of which will require colleges to develop a 
strategic plan with “outcome targets focussed on curriculum changes and adaptations to 
provision planned for the coming year”. Rather than focusing on the needs of students, 
these targets “should reflect how they are contributing to local priorities set by Employer 
Representative Bodies (ERBs), with relevant local stakeholders including local employers, 
providers, MCAs, Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) and other agencies in LSIPs”. 

o An enhanced role for Ofsted, that the revised FE and skills inspection handbook tells us will 
include evaluating the extent to which colleges “contribute effectively towards meeting the 
skills needs of employers and other relevant stakeholders and the local, regional and 
national economy”. This will result in a written sub-judgement that “will feed into the quality 
of education and leadership and management key judgements”. 

o A new FE performance dashboard, “a new tool setting and measuring high-level outcomes 
for FE providers”. The dashboard will be published on a gov.uk webpage and proposed 
indicators include the proportion of learners moving into priority industry sectors, learner 
employability, and employer experience. 

 It is hard to square these proposals with the stated vision of an autonomous FE system, 
particularly as they follow a series of new duties that were set out in the Skills and Post-16 
Education Act passed in April 2022, for example: 

o Local skills improvement plans - the Act places a duty on providers to co-operate with ERBs 
in the development and review of LSIPs and have regard to the plan when considering their 
training and education offer. The Act’s Impact Assessment tells us that “non-compliance” 
with be addressed through “existing funding, accountability, and intervention levers; putting 
local skills improvement plans onto a statutory footing will make this easier to do”. 

o A duty on providers to review their provision. While the statutory guidance states that 
responsibility for the curriculum will “continue to rest with individual governing bodies” the 
guidance is also clear that governing bodies are expected to collaborate with other 
governing bodies serving the local area, publish the outcome of their reviews on their 
websites, and consider what actions they can take “to better meet local needs, in particular 
to better ensure learners have the skills needed to secure suitable employment”. 

o Strengthened intervention powers that enable the Secretary of State for Education 
intervene “where education or training provided by an institution is failing, or has failed, to 
adequately meet local needs”. For the first time since incorporation, the government will 
have the power to direct structural changes such as mergers. 

 One of the challenges of operating in the FE sector is that duties and requirements are 
introduced on a regular basis, but existing duties and requirements are rarely removed. The 
autonomy of colleges has been steadily eroded over the past decade and the measures set out 
above are merely the latest examples of this trend.  

 It should come as no surprise that the Office for National Statistics (ONS) is currently reviewing 
the status of the FE sector as the inexorable growth of government bureaucracy and 
interference has made it increasingly difficult to justify the private sector classification of 
colleges.  

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/further-education-and-skills-inspection-handbook-eif/further-education-and-skills-handbook-for-september-2022
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/2868
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/2868
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1089212/Skills_Bill_impact_assessment.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-education-or-training-in-relation-to-local-needs
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Relevance and equality  
 The measures set out above reduce the autonomy of sixth form colleges and increase the 

bureaucratic burden on institutions, but they are also largely irrelevant to the sector. All are 
geared to meeting the immediate skills needs of local employers. This is an important 
consideration for many sixth form colleges, but one that sits alongside preparing young people 
for higher education (often outside the local area) and entering skilled employment (often while 
continuing to study).  

 The narrow focus of these measures will distract sixth form colleges from the delivery of their 
core mission. The curriculum offer of sixth form colleges is very similar to that of other 16-19 
specialists (such as 16-19 free schools and academies) and school sixth forms, yet none of 
these new duties and requirements are being imposed on these institutions.  

 The opportunity cost of complying with these measures could be significant, but doing so is 
unlikely to improve outcomes for sixth form colleges students, the vast majority of which are 
studying non-technical courses (e.g. A levels, applied general qualifications or GCSEs). 

 The range of documents that set out the government’s plans for FE reform use ‘technical 
education’ and ‘colleges’ as though they are interchangeable. They are not – a tiny minority of 
provision in sixth form colleges is technical and only a small number of institutions offer 
apprenticeships.  

 The chart below uses Department for Education data to illustrates how similar the Level 3 
qualification profile of sixth form colleges is to schools (this category includes school sixth 
forms, 16-19 free schools and 16-19 academies) and how different it is to FE colleges. In 
addition, the core business of schools and sixth form colleges is 16-19 education, while FE 
colleges have a broader focus that can include employer, adult, and higher education 
provision.  

 

 The destinations of sixth form college students are also much more closely aligned with 
schools than FE colleges. Progression rates to higher education are a good example: 

 Sustained degree destination Top third HE destination  

Schools 69.6% 22.7% 

Sixth form colleges 67.6% 18.7% 

FE colleges  41.3% 5.2% 

 

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/participation-in-education-and-training-and-employment/2020
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/permalink/0faf4199-625a-4616-8a4d-da442a8cbeda
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 The scope of the government’s FE reforms has been determined by the legal status of 
institutions - institutions that are within the statutory further education sector - without 
accounting for the diversity of providers and provision with the sector. The “vision for providers” 
set out in the foreword to the consultation “to give people the advanced technical and higher 
technical skills they need to get high value jobs” is at best a partial reflection of the vision sixth 
form colleges have for their students.   

 Local Skills Improvement Plans are one element of the government’s reforms that apply to 
provision (technical education only) rather than providers. However, the definition of technical 
education used is bizarre, and contradicts the definitions used elsewhere by the Department 
for Education, including in its own performance tables. The statutory guidance tells us that 
duties in relation to LSIPs “apply to Sixth Form Colleges where they deliver post-16 technical 
education for example T-Levels and BTECs”.  

 The Department’s existing accountability measures distinguish between applied general 
qualifications and tech levels at Level 3 (BTEC is a brand name and Pearson qualifications can 
appear in either category). It would be extraordinary to define all applied general qualifications 
as technical – a step that even the government’s ongoing review of Level 3 qualifications is not 
proposing to take. The Sainsbury Review set out plans for an academic option and a technical 
option at age 16, with the former defined as “typically A levels and/or applied general 
qualifications”.  

 It is unreasonable and disproportionate for LSIP duties to be placed on sixth form colleges 
simply because they offer applied general qualifications. Under the current guidance, sixth form 
colleges that only offer the most academic type of applied general qualifications and/or a very 
small number would still be in scope. It would be absurd to include a sixth form college in the 
scope of LSIPs because it delivers (say) a single applied general qualification in Criminology or 
Applied Law, but that is what will happen under the current guidance.  

 A set of reforms aimed at reducing complexity has resulted in a Skills Act that introduces 13 
new measures, a related consultation that includes 6 main accountability proposals (see table 
on p.63 of consultation) some of which are also included in the Skills Act, with sixth form 
colleges in scope for all (although LSIPs only apply to technical provision). Outside of these 
two documents, additional guidance has recently been published on conducting external 
reviews of governance , LSIPs, and the duty to meet local needs.  

 Navigating the range of new duties and requirements is a challenge for all colleges, but it is felt 
most acutely by sixth form colleges as the benefits of compliance are unlikely to outweigh the 
costs. That is why we believe the Department for Education should revert to its original plan 
and remove sixth form colleges from the scope of its consultation proposals. The next best 
solution would be to limit the proposals to technical provision (T levels, tech levels, 
apprenticeships etc.) and exclude academic provision (A levels, GCSEs and applied general 
qualifications).   

Response to specific proposals 
 It is important to stress that officials from DfE, ESFA and the FE Commissioner’s office have 

engaged with us in a positive and collaborative way throughout the consultation process. The 
consultation contains a range of well-intended proposals, but they are largely irrelevant to sixth 
form colleges and will place a bureaucratic burden on them that similar providers in other 
sectors will not have to endure. Below, we have linked our concerns relating to autonomy and 
bureaucracy, relevance and equality, to four of the main proposals in the consultation.      

Accountability agreements  
 There is a welcome commitment to make the Funding Framework (part 1 of the accountability 

agreement) “significantly shorter” than the current Funding Agreement. The plan to incorporate 
national skills priorities in the new Funding Framework is much less welcome, and few sixth 
form colleges would share the view that “this has been a missing ingredient in the system for 
some time”. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1095099/Statutory_guidance_for_the_development_of_a_Local_Skills_Improvement_Plan.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1084464/16-18_accountability_guidance_update.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/536046/Report_of_the_Independent_Panel_on_Technical_Education.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1089212/Skills_Bill_impact_assessment.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1089212/Skills_Bill_impact_assessment.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/external-governance-reviews-guide-for-fe-college-corporations-and-designated-institutions
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/external-governance-reviews-guide-for-fe-college-corporations-and-designated-institutions
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1095099/Statutory_guidance_for_the_development_of_a_Local_Skills_Improvement_Plan.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-education-or-training-in-relation-to-local-needs
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 The requirement to meet these national priorities will reduce the autonomy of sixth form 
colleges (as the government will mandate what the priorities are), lack relevance (as national 
skills needs are likely to be narrowly defined and aligned with selected sectors of the economy) 
and erode equality (as the requirement will only apply to colleges).   

 Similar concerns relate to plans for part 2 of the accountability agreement - the requirement for 
colleges to develop a strategic plan. Alongside the associated bureaucracy involved, this is a 
college-only requirement linked to a narrowly defined local skills agenda. The relevance to 
sixth form colleges is summed up in the following passage: “In meeting local and national skills 
priorities, we would also like providers to deliver as much provision as possible through our key 
programmes: apprenticeships, T Levels, Skills Bootcamps, and the FCFJ - Level 3 offer”. Many 
sixth form colleges do not deliver any of these “key programmes”. 

An enhanced role for Ofsted  
 This is a strange inclusion as Ofsted’s plans have already been finalised and incorporated into 

the FE and skills inspection handbook for September 2022. However, we have been reassured 
by Ofsted’s plans for inspecting sixth form colleges and the broad definition of ‘skills’ they have 
adopted. The following passage from the inspection handbook exhibits an understanding of the 
diversity of the college sector that is entirely absent from the Department’s consultation: 
“Where colleges teach A-level and other qualifications where the students’ next steps are likely 
to be into higher education, their focus is on meeting the skills needs of those students to 
progress to that next stage that will often lead, in due course, to employment outside of the 
locality or region. Consequently, we will refer to skills needs as a whole”. 

 Our main concern with the new role for Ofsted relates to equality. It is extraordinary and 
unprecedented that in a single inspection framework that applies to all post-16 providers (apart 
from schools with sixth forms) some providers will be subject to an enhanced inspection, while 
others will not. College inspections will typically include two additional inspectors to cover the 
skills element. These inspectors will meet with senior leaders and governors, survey and 
interview a range of stakeholders, scrutinise college plans and external data, and summarise 
their fundings in a worded sub-judgement linked to the quality of education and leadership and 
management key judgements. 

 Irrespective of how sensible and proportionate the implementation of this new approach is, it 
remains the case that non-college providers will not experience these enhanced inspections. 
The opportunity cost of participating in an enhanced inspection could be significant, and it is 
always possible that some inspection teams may not adopt a sensible or proportionate 
approach, particularly to a new initiative. Non-college providers can continue to prepare for 
inspection in the usual way, unencumbered by these concerns.  

FE performance dashboard  
 Data from the proposed new FE performance dashboard will also be used to inform Ofsted 

inspections of colleges and will be published on a gov.uk webpage (but again, only for 
colleges). This lack of even-handedness will be compounded by the potential confusion of 
publishing the FE performance dashboard while other data (particularly from the 16-18 
performance tables) is also in the public domain.  

 The focus on “good outcomes” - defined as “learners securing jobs, improving their pay if 
already in work, or moving to higher levels of learning” is simply not appropriate for sixth form 
colleges, nor are performance indicators such as the proportion of learners moving into priority 
industry sectors, learner employability, and employer experience. 

 The aim of the dashboard is “to tilt the accountability system towards outcomes” but as we 
have set out at length in this response, there is a disconnect between the outcomes envisaged 
by the government and the outcomes that sixth form colleges are aiming to secure for their 
students. Using the dashboard to “capture how providers are performing against national 
priorities” sums up our concerns that relate to autonomy, bureaucracy, relevance and equality. 

 For more information please contact James Kewin james.kewin@sixthformcolleges.org  

mailto:james.kewin@sixthformcolleges.org

	Summary
	Autonomy and bureaucracy
	Relevance and equality
	Response to specific proposals
	Accountability agreements
	An enhanced role for Ofsted
	FE performance dashboard


