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Background

AoC has worked closely with both the Conservative Party and the Liberal Democrats throughout their time in Opposition. We have attended every Party Conference of both Parties since 2002 (at least) and worked closely with their leading spokespeople. Nick Clegg has addressed the last two AoC Conferences. Both sets of Party spokespeople have tabled question, used our briefings and supported amendments to legislation. A coalition Government is a new experience for everyone not least for those organisations, including AoC, seeking to influence Government policy. We will work closely with new Ministers across Government and re-establish relationships with the Labour Party, now in Opposition. 

Policies

Structures

The Conservatives proposed establishing a Further Education Funding Council to fund all College education and training regardless of age. This would replace the YPLA, SFA and the newly acquired funding role for local authorities. This is a policy which AoC worked extremely closely with the Conservatives to develop. Meanwhile the Liberal Democrats have for many years favoured local councils funding 16-19 education and this was re-emphasised in their education paper which informed the Election manifesto. The Coalition Agreement says that there will be radical devolution of powers to local government and a full review of local government finance. The Lib Dems manifesto also proposed merging the SFA and HEFCE into a new Council for Adult Skills and Higher Education. The two Parties might not be as far from eachother on these issues as first appears. The Conservatives indicated to AoC before the election that there should be a role for local authorities in the funding and management of Colleges although this might be restricted to oversight and a place on the Governing body. Shadow Ministers have spoken supportively in principle of a joint HE and FE funding agency so there might be room for compromise. 
14-19 education
The Conservatives propose the establishment of twelve ‘Technical Academies’ in the largest cities in England, using Academy funding and where possible using FE College facilities. The Lib Dems proposed giving ’14-19 year olds the right to take up a course at college, rather than at school, if it suits them better.’ These are eye-catching policy initiatives which can be relatively easily merged and we will be lobbying for the Government to move forward on this.

The Conservatives propose giving academics and universities greater say about the ‘form and content’ of exams to make them more robust. They also are fiercely protective of A levels and, because they think schools are offering easy vocational qualifications to boost their standing in league tables, want to split the tables into academic and vocational. They also propose giving ‘harder’ A levels such as physics more UCAS points than ‘easier’ ones such as media studies. Meanwhile the Lib Dems proposed the creation of a ‘general diploma’ to bring GCSEs, A levels and high quality vocational qualifications together enabling pupils to ‘mix academic and vocational learning’. However David Laws, when appearing on the BBC Politics Show education debate, was asked whether A levels would exist in ten years time. His answer: ‘yes’. The Coalition Agreement states that all schools should have greater freedom on the curriculum.
Although the Conservative manifesto made no specific proposal on raising the participation age they did express concerns about the policy when the legislation was considered in 2008. The Liberal Democrats proposed scrapping Labour’s plan to ‘criminalise those who leave education between ages 16 and 18’. 

The Lib Dem manifesto also said they would ‘seek to close the unfair funding gap between pupils in school sixth forms and FE Colleges, as resources allow’. 

School sixth forms

The Conservative Party support for school sixth forms is well known and, spending restraint permitting, they may push for an expansion. In conversation with Lib Dem MPs they have acknowledged to AoC the difficulty politicians have in being seen to be against school sixth forms because it appears to limit parental choice. AoC will continue to emphasise the cost-effectiveness of College provision and fact that school sixth forms actually limit choice.
Pupil Premium

The Lib Dem proposal on the pupil premium, which is specifically mentioned in the Coalition agreement, is primarily aimed at those aged 4 to 16. AoC will seek to ensure that any additional funding received by schools under the premium also reaches those Colleges which educate 14 and 15 year olds for part of the week. The premium would also cover those aged over 16 but, according to a March 2009 Lib Dem policy paper, would be ‘targeted on those with Special Educational Needs and low attainment, in both schools and Colleges.’ We need to press for early implementation of the premium for the 16-19 age group. According to the Coalition Agreement funding for the pupil premium will come from ‘elsewhere’. We presume this means from within the Department for Education. 
Adult skills and training

This is probably the area where the Conservatives and Lib Dems have most in common: 

	Government Party manifesto proposals on Train to Gain 

	Conservatives
	Lib Dems

	Funding would be diverted to cover: 400,000 work pairing, apprenticeships, college and training places over 2 years;

A £2000 bonus for SMEs taking on apprentices;

Establishing a community learning fund

Creating all age careers service
	Train to Gain would focus on SMEs and no longer fund training for large companies.
Money saved would be used to cover course fees for adults taking their first level 3 qualification. 


AoC raised concerns with the Conservatives before the General Election regarding the significant funding that goes to basic skills provision via Train to Gain and our fear this might be lost following the abolition of the scheme. We will continue making this point to Ministers and officials. 
Sector Skills Councils

The Lib Dems make no reference to Sector Skills Councils in their manifesto nor in their HE and FE policy document of last year. The Conservative manifesto also makes no reference to SSCs but John Hayes has long favoured a sectoral response to skills provision and lobbied during the passage of the ASCL Act for SSCs to be placed on a statutory basis with statutory responsibilities. There is acknowledgement from politicians of all Parties that some SSCs are more effective than others. 
Regional Development Agencies

The Lib Dem manifesto proposed reforming Regional Development Agencies so they focus ‘solely on economic development, removing duplication with other areas of Government’. Local authorities would have specific responsibility for economic development. Conservative policy is very similar in that they propose giving councils and business the power to form their own enterprise partnerships in place of the RDAs but they would be permitted to keep a ‘regionally-based enterprise partnership’ where they want to. However, ‘local government will remain at the heart of our economic recovery’ says the manifesto. The Tories also proposed elected Mayors in England’s twelve largest cities and the abolition of Government Office for London. 

Quangos

The Lib Dem manifesto proposes establishing a ‘fully independent’ Education Standards Authority to oversee exams, inspection and the curriculum. This would replace Ofqual, QCDA and Ofsted. David Laws, whilst in opposition, consistently tabled questions about the costs of BECTA. David Cameron also mentioned BECTA and QCDA as quangos ripe for abolition in his 2009 Party Conference speech. The Tory manifesto says: ‘any quangos that do not perform a technical function or a function that requires political impartiality, or act independently to establish facts, will be abolished’. AoC will be working closely with the Coalition Government to explain which quangos perform useful roles which directly benefit the front line. 
Higher education

The Conservative manifesto largely ignores higher education because of the forthcoming Browne Review of HE Funding and Fees but reaffirms the policy to ‘provide 10,000 extra university places this year, paid for by giving graduates incentives to pay back their student loans early on an entirely voluntary basis.’ However, in many speeches and meetings both David Willetts and John Hayes have spoken of the positive contribution HE in FE makes to widening access and providing higher level skills. The Lib Dem manifesto proposes scrapping HE tuition fees, including for part-time students, over a six-year period and that final year fees will be scrapped immediately. They also proposed scrapping the 50% target of young people in HE and focus effort instead on a ‘balance of College education, vocational training and apprenticeships’. According to NUS over 500 Lib Dem candidates signed their ‘Vote for Students’ pledge ‘making public their commitment to vote against any rise in tuition fees in the next parliament’. Only 16 Conservative candidates signed the pledge. The Foreign Secretary, William Hague, said on 12 May that Lib Dem MPs would be allowed to abstain on any university funding proposal. If the Labour Party opposes any changes in HE fees, and Conservative or Lib Dem MPs decide to vote against a Bill, it may be difficult for any major changes to be approved by the House of Commons. On wider HE policy the Lib Dems proposed fully funding an additional 15,000 foundation degree places a policy which would chime well with the Conservatives who have spoken often of their support for FDs. The Browne Review, which Pat Bacon, the AoC President, is informing via her membership of the Advisory Forum, will continue to provide AoC with the opportunity to establish our policy on HE and to inform the debates over the next few months. 
