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The dust has just settled after the recent 16 to 19 shake-up, but the coalition wants more changes. Lauren Higgs outlines the plans.

As if the past year hadn't been turbulent enough, more changes are afoot in the world of 16 to 19 education and training. Unsurprisingly, the coalition government has new ideas about how 16 to 19 education should work, and the details of that vision are starting to emerge ...

But isn't it just four months since the last shake up of 16 to 19 education?
Yes. In April this year the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) was abolished. Responsibility for the education and training of all children and young people up to the age of 19, and up to the age of 25 for those with learning difficulties or disabilities, was then devolved to local authorities.

At the same time, the Young People's Learning Agency (YPLA) and the Skills Funding Agency (SFA) were created to partially replace the LSC. The YPLA was charged with supporting councils to deliver 16 to 19 education and training, while the SFA took on responsibility for adult skills.

The legislation that made all these changes possible was contained in the Apprenticeship, Skills, Children and Learning Act 2009.

So why is the new government changing the system again?
Education Secretary Michael Gove believes the system introduced by the last government is overly bureaucratic, complex and "burdensome". In a letter to the Local Government Association (LGA), he said he wants to "simplify and streamline the structures and processes relating to 16 to 19 funding".

Essentially, he wants local authorites to play a more "strategic commissioning" role, so their main job is to have an overview of local provision, "identifying gaps, enabling new provision and developing the market". This very much mirrors Gove's aspirations for the way in which local authorities should work with schools in the future.

What exactly is it that they're proposing then?
Gove has decided that the YPLA, not local authorities, should deal with paying for student places at further education colleges and training providers from August this year. But school sixth forms will continue to be paid for by councils.

The method used to fund student places in 16 to 19 education and training is also changing. From the academic year starting in September 2011, cash for places will be calculated on what is referred to as "lagged learner number funding". This means that funding for colleges and learning providers in 2011/12 will depend on student numbers from 2010/11. So if a particular setting is popular with learners, then it will receive more cash, since funding will follow the young person.

Gove is also removing the duty on councils to work together in regional and sub-regional groups to organise education provision for young people. This means local authorities will be left to decide where and when to collaborate with one another, as and when "they see fit".

What does this mean for councils?
The changes greatly reduce the volume of work that councils will need to do. Since the YPLA will be paying colleges and learning providers direct, and funding for student places will be based on student demand, councils will not be required to negotiate with or plan provision alongside local colleges and providers, as had been intended.

This has implications for the staff that transferred from the LSC to local authorities, because the job they had been transferred to do now no longer exists in the same form. The public sector union, PCS, is concerned that former LSC staff could be at risk of redundancy.

So what do learning providers and colleges think?
While the changes seem to diminish the role of local authorities in 16 to 19 education, the Association of Learning Providers and the Association of Colleges are positive about the move, since they believe it simplifies an overly complex system.

National learning providers, such as youth charity Rathbone, are particularly pleased because they will no longer have to arrange contracts with 152 local authorities, but will be able to deal solely with the YPLA.

OK, so what's next?
The National Commissioning Framework, which gave local authorities, colleges and learning providers guidance on organising 16 to 19, has been withdrawn. The government is now working with the LGA and the Association of Directors of Children's Services to come up with some new guidelines. Until that comes out, which will be September at the earliest, specific details on how the new system will operate are likely to be scarce.

The LGA is urging councils not to make any former LSC employees redundant until there is more clarity on exactly how many staff will be needed to carry out duties in local 16 to 19 teams.

