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Colegau Cymru Conference 27 May 2010
· Diolch am fy ngwahodd i siarad yn eich cynhadledd heddiw. [Thank you for inviting me to speak at your conference today]

I said the other evening that our education agenda is the completion the next phase of what Raymond Williams almost 50 years ago called ‘the long revolution’. Indeed, let’s remind ourselves of a phrase of Raymond Williams from that book:

‘We must certainly see the aspiration to extend the active process of learning, with the skills of literacy and other advanced communication, to all people rather than limited groups, as comparable in importance to the growth of democracy and the rise of scientific industry.’
· Our agenda of democratization relates to our ambitions to widen participation throughout education. And the FE sector is key to this agenda, and in many ways is leading it, as I shall say in due course.
· And part of that agenda, of course, is about achieving parity of esteem between vocational and academic subjects.
Again, Raymond Williams wrote, over 50 years ago, in Culture and Society:

Many highly educated people have.... been so driven in on their reading….that they fail to notice that there are other forms of skilled, intelligent, creative activity: not only the cognate forms of theatre, concert, and picture-gallery; but a whole range of general skills, from gardening, metalwork and carpentry, to active politics. The contempt for so many of these activities, which is always latent in the highly literate, is a mark of the observers’ limits, not those of the activities themselves.
· Again the FE sector is frequently in the lead in delivering on this.

· Congratulate sector on its delivery and adaptability.

· Immense contribution Further Education institutions in Wales make to deliver the strategic policies of the Welsh Assembly Government.
· Clear in current economic climate that burden on FE is going to increase.  More people will be looking for ways to re-skill and FE is obvious vehicle for delivering this.

· We have invested an additional £25 million in the further education sector for 2011 to support Adult Skills provision and extending the Pathways to Apprenticeship programme.
· Challenging times ahead for everyone – funding will be increasingly tight and very gratifying to know that the sector can adapt so well and yet continue to deliver so effectively.

PwC Review

Last week I published the PWC review of the cost of administering the education system. That will help us shape our budgets for the next financial year and beyond. We need to make the best use of all of the resources available to us.  I want to reduce bureaucracy, avoid duplication and ensure that as much funding as possible reaches the front line.  That review of funding for education in Wales aims to help streamline the education system, make it lean and effective, and ensure that we deliver the best possible service to our learners. 

As I have said before, the Assembly Government’s Education budget can no longer be a Christmas Tree with presents for everyone. Money will follow One Wales commitments and Ministerial objectives.

The financial climate will be challenging. But it may also force us to think more deeply about priorities. Over the last three decades, the language of individual choice and the market has come to dominate almost every level of public life and social discourse, including in higher education. 

The reality of the present crisis – induced by unregulated markets – may enable us to focus more closely on the real limits to markets, the real limits to individual choice, and the need for real limits to competition, not least in the 14-19 area.

We are, so the Chief Secretary to the Treasury tells us, in a new age of austerity. We need therefore to ensure we maximise the use of the Welsh pound and get more value for our investment. That means ending unnecessary and nugatory competition, and a lot more focus on collaboration.

· In respect of PWC, it is very early days.  An implementation team will be set up to take the recommendations of the review forward.  
· Requires step change. All the organisations involved in the delivery of education have a part to play, with a shared vision, a shared sense of purpose and real urgency. 

Learner Choice

I want to say a word about learner choice. The American Psychologist Barry Schwartz published a book in 2004 called The Paradox of Choice. 
And he says ‘the fact that some choice is good doesn’t necessarily mean that more choice is better.’

In terms of the 14-19 agenda, we want to ensure a wider choice between vocational and academic routes. But I do not want that choice to dilute quality. So if we are to be honest with ourselves, we have to recognise that that broader strategic choice, to open up vocational options alongside the academic, may require us to limit subject choice if we are to ensure strategic subjects are taught and key skills learned. 

As a society, we need to ensure that we are allowing certain kinds of priority subjects to be maintained in the curriculum. That is a constraint on choice. As we are in Wales, we need to ensure that we promote and protect the Welsh language. That is a widening of choice, in that previous generations did not have that choice – but it is also a conscious policy choice which establishes certain requirements and obligations on providers.

This paradox of choice is at the heart of the success of our Learning Pathways policy. As Schwartz says, ‘we should learn to view limits on the possibilities we face as liberating not constraining’. Individual choice will always operate within collectively-determined priorities. And that is where democratically-elected governments come in, to provide the framework for choice and quality, balancing a widening of individual opportunities within a context of building a smarter, more sustainable, more prosperous society.

The paradox of choice, then, leads us to ‘the language of priorities’ which as Aneurin Bevan told us, is ‘the religion of socialism’. You will be hearing a lot more about the language of priorities in the future.
The Learning and Skills Measure ensures greater cooperation between learning providers in the formation of the local curriculum
In future, wider learner choice will only be achieved through effective collaboration. The Measure provides a statutory basis for co-operation between learning settings in the creation of the local curricula. The local 14-19 Networks have a lead role in co-ordinating the formation of the local curricula. I look to these networks being as inclusive as they can be, with work-based learning providers playing a full part.
Moving forward will sometimes, perhaps often, require more radical and imaginative solutions that have yet been put into place.  I know many of you are well aware of this and are up for the challenge.  Better choice for learners sometimes means difficult institutional choices for those making the provision – which includes many of you in this room. 
We have a clear direction from the First Minister to eliminate unnecessary institutional competition. Our Transformation agenda supports that – locally determined, not a national blueprint. I do not believe that the current structure of post-16 provision is sustainable as it is currently constituted. I welcome the mergers that have taken place within the FE sector, and I expect that more will happen.  
The Learning and Skills Measure places a duty on maintained schools and further education institutions to work together to secure maximum choice for learners.  Our next round of contracts with work based learning providers will bring them into the loop in terms of this expectation.

Current arrangements for post-16 learning delivery are unlikely to support the ambitions we have for the communities of Wales, or the efficient and effective delivery of 14-19 Learning Pathways.   Therefore, the transformation of post-16 learning is a key priority for our employment and skills strategy, Skills that Work for Wales (StWfW). The Strategy draws on the lessons of the Adrian Webb’s review of the mission and purpose of FE in Wales and reflects our ambitions to more closely align post-16 provision with the needs of employers, learners and Welsh communities. 

Like 14-19 Learning Pathways, our Transformation Policy seeks to ensure wider learner choice and reduced duplication of provision. It also seeks to ensure higher quality learning and teaching. 

We did not prescribe a particular solution or model; rather we invited local proposals which reflect the local geographical, economic and social environment and which meet the national framework’s criteria.

So, we are opening up more choice at a strategic level, between vocational and academic provision. Tactically, that will mean changes in day to day provision – in the configuration of courses and institutions. The paradox of choice. And the language of priorities.

· Very pleased with FE response to Transformation.

· Six FEI mergers have been, or are being progressed, all of which align with local and regional regeneration. A priority for mergers is to ensure that learners have access to a wide range of learning courses including vocational and skill based provision.  

· Focus of need is on the learner and not the institution.

· Merger activity which is currently underway or achieved will have an impact on the making of efficiency savings, through reduced overheads, administration and management costs.  

· This in turn will release funds to secure a wider, high quality learning offer that is better able to respond to learners’, employers’ and communities’ needs

Allied to this is our programme of capital investment
· Moving towards a streamlined approach to capital investment in schools and further education colleges. 

· 21st Century Schools Programme launched in March to raise standards to world-class levels, improving outcomes for all our children and young people in the longer term. 

· Bringing together 21st Century Schools and Post-16 Transformation Capital Programmes into a single capital funding stream to be deployed on a more strategic basis. 

· Expect that our investment in education will result in greater collaboration with other partners and will encourage investment by private and voluntary sector partners in our communities bringing wider benefits for all. 

· Ensuring all new buildings achieve BREEAM Excellent ratings demonstrating commitment to sustainable buildings and to reducing carbon emissions in Wales. 

· Yesterday Estyn published report on the impact the Capital Investment programme has already had on FE.  

· Overwhelmingly the survey showed that learners were reacting positively to the huge improvements in the buildings and surroundings of the FE Institutions they attend.

· Clearly investment is paying off.  Capital programme will continue and would expect to see increased learner satisfaction levels as a result.  
Governance
The further education sector in Wales is integral to the delivery of our economic, social and education and training policies and is in receipt of considerable public monies (£307 million in 2010/2011). Good governance within the sector is central to the success of these policies, ffective management of the public resources and in providing accountability to the tax payer and government. 

The Webb report into further education in Wales, Promise and Performance, made a number of recommendations on a wide range of areas including governance.  The report emphasised that governors needs to be accountable for the performance of the institutions and its contribution to networks.  Building on this, the Welsh Assembly Government set out in One Wales its intention “to develop a system that is responsive to the needs of local communities, employers and the local and regional economy..” 

A recent stakeholder review into the governance arrangements in further education institutions identified recommendations to improve upon governance in key areas such as learner and stakeholder involvement.  These recommendations were agreed by Cabinet on 15 March, as a model of good practice based on the current system.  However, it is my view that we need to consider the whole environment before implementing these recommendations.

In particular, I want to look at the balance of work that further education institutions now carry out.  Further education institutions have been very successful in offering 16-19 year old students a range of course options. Many focussed on pathways into vocational provision such as apprenticeships.  That capacity to widen the curriculum on offer to young people is vital for the success of our Learning and Skills Measure.

We need to consider the implications of further education institutions’ increased 14-19 activity on their governance arrangements.  Do the current arrangements sufficiently reflect the accountability to local communities for that activity – as well as reflecting accountability to local employers for the work-related training which further education also offers?  This is the question of balance of accountability which I think we need to explore.  For that reason, I intend to set up an expert panel to explore models of governance for further education.  It will consider whether current arrangements for further education institutions, as set out in the Instrument and Articles of Government, are still relevant for the challenges and expectations that face the sector, to the wider economy in meeting future social and learning needs, and the current and future stakeholders of further education.  

The review will also take account of the Assembly Government’s commitment to social enterprise and co-operative solutions to service delivery.  In the current economic climate these solutions and approaches have become more, rather than less, important.  The review panel will look at the breadth of social enterprise models here in Wales and beyond, to see how they might enable the further education sector to continue to meet the needs of citizens and key stakeholders. 

As the first stage, I am pleased to announce the appointment of Rob Humphreys as Chair of the Review. 

As the Director of the Open University, Wales, the world's leading distance learning provider of higher education, Rob brings with him an understanding of the world of education and lifelong learning.  During his three years at the Open University, Wales, Rob has successfully led the embedding of the organisation within the Welsh higher education sector, so that the strengths of the Open University bear on the policy agendas of that sector. Rob also chairs the OU-UnionLearn Steering Group at UK level, which co-ordinates the Open University's educational partnership with the TUC. Prior to his role at the OU, Rob was the Director of NIACE Dysgu Cymru, thus bringing experience of working with a wide range of learners.

As a lecturer at Swansea University, Rob was the first Co-ordinator of the innovative and award-winning Community University of the Valleys project.

In 2008 and 2009, he held the post of Specialist Adviser to the Welsh Affairs Committee of the House of Commons during its Inquiry into Cross Border Services and was reappointed in 2010 when the Committee conducted a Follow-up Inquiry. Rob also participated in the Independent Review of Higher Education in Wales, the Rees and Grahams Reviews into HE and sits on the Higher Education Funding Council for Wales’ Teaching and Learning Committee.

Members of the panel will be carefully selected to ensure expertise in the field of education is complemented with expertise in other areas such as industry, community and the economy.  I will issue a further statement on the members of the task and finish group when I have appointed them.
The review will be established before the summer recess and the Chair will report on recommendations by the end of the calendar year.

I want to congratulate further education institutions for the way in which they have responded to our agenda for change.  They have supported skills development, broadened curriculum options for young people and offered learning opportunities to a huge range of people of all ages, background and experience.  They have made an enormous contribution to our ambition to improve social justice and enhance the skills base of the Welsh workforce.  I want to build on that success and ensure that further education institutions have governance arrangements that will continue the progress that further education has made since incorporation 17 years ago, and that will sustain that progress for the future.

Learner Voice

· Learner Voice at post-16 learning. 
· Significant change of direction giving Learners a key role in taking decisions that will affect their whole experience of learning. 
· Express thanks to those who have provided advice, contributions and challenge to ensure that it reflects the needs of both learners and providers.

· Pilot has just reached its conclusion. Survey reached numbers that would not have been achievable using previous approaches.  
· In process of obtaining feedback on the process and outputs, so that options for future years can be considered and taken forward. 
· Collaboration key to continued success.

FE/HE relationship

· Relationship between FE and HE increasingly important.  
· Regional dimension introduced in For our Future is a central vehicle for opening up collaboration between HE and FE.  The regional partnerships have been established and look forward to seeing how they evolve.  
· Want to see transparency in the relationship between HE and FE providers, particularly in terms of planning and in franchising agreements.  
· FE providers have crucial role to play in ensuring more local access to higher education, as well as being part of a progression pathway to higher level skills.

CQFW
· Wales can rightly be proud of CQFW development. Framework is often used as an exemplar model of good practice across Europe and even further afield.

· Very pleased, that with the support of Colegau Cymru, we are ensuring the sector is ready for these changes by providing such extensive engagement within the institutions.

· We have responded positively to the issues that have been raised and, to ensure financial stability, have decided not to introduce new funding values for twelve months to ensure appropriate analysis on the impact of the qualifications to the funding system.

Closing remarks
· The FE sector has been instrumental in delivering a range of key policies for the Welsh Assembly Government and over the coming years will continue to play a crucial part in the way the country responds to the educational and skill needs of the population.

· As everybody knows, we will be facing very difficult financial decisions in the forthcoming months and funding settlements will not be as generous as they have been.
· To achieve in the future will require changes to the way colleges work.

· We need to work together to make the utmost of the funds that are available and I know that the FE sector is at the heart of our commitment to improve the skills and employability of the people of Wales.

· Diolch am eich gwaith caled. Rydych chi, fel  aelodau’r sector FE, yn chwarae rhan bwysig i sicrhau bod y weledigaeth hon yn dod yn realiti. [Thank you for your hard work. You, as members of the FE sector, play an important part in ensuring this vision becomes a reality.] 
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