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1. Introduction
1.1. Council welcomes this opportunity to respond to the consultation on Further Education. Further Education colleges are significant partners with schools in driving forward an enhanced skills agenda for the individual and for society. CCMS sees emphasis on the enhancement of skills in our society not only as contributing to the economy but also to social inclusion, social justice and the common good.

1.2. Skills are a key driver of fairness; unequal access to skills has contributed to relatively high rates of income, inequality and by implication child poverty. There are clear links between skills and wider social outcomes, such as health, crime and social cohesion. Skills have important impacts on financial capacity, helping households to manage the family finances but also supporting family and community life in other ways, for instance, enabling parents to help their children with homework.

1.3. In the future, people’s economic security will not depend on trying to protect particular jobs, holding back the tide of change. Instead, the best form of welfare will be to ensure people can find their next job. The best way to do this is to ensure that people have a basic platform of skills that allows flexibility in employment and that they can update their skills as the economy changes. For people to progress in the modern work environment, they must be able to update their skills to adapt to change. Updating skills and retraining will increase in importance as many of us have longer working lives.  This will  be a key challenge to the Further Education sector.
1.4. For the benefits of skills to be realised, CCMS recommends the following principles underpin their delivery:
· Enhancing social cohesion. Colleges must play their role in enhancing social cohesion and providing opportunities for lifelong learning which can do more than contribute to simply economic wellbeing. They can add to many aspects of social and community development and must continue to promote an equitable and just society including the integration of ethnic communities into society;
· Emphasis on economically valuable skills. Skill developments must provide real returns for individuals, for employers and for society at large. Where possible, skills should be portable to deliver mobility in the labour market for individuals and employers; and
· Flexibility. No one can accurately predict future demand for particular skill types. The framework must adapt and respond to future market needs; and the skills system must meet the needs of individuals and employers. Specific vocational skills must be demand-led rather than centrally planned.

1.5. It is clear that skill demands will increase at all levels. Better skills will be needed at higher levels to drive innovation and leadership– these are key drivers of productivity growth. Intermediate skills must be improved to implement investment and innovation. Basic skills are essential for people to join the workforce and adapt to change. People lacking basic skills will be most at risk of exclusion in a global economy.
1.6. College Development Plans must focus on skills development at all levels from basic to higher level skills. However the Department of Employment and Learning has a strategic responsibility to encourage skills development particularly in the weightings it applies through the funding mechanism. The current funding weightings allow a flexible but coherent mechanism for incentivising colleges. The current weightings are:

· level of study weighting;

· weighting for professional and technical provision;

· weighting for the subject area studied, which reflects Northern Ireland’s priority skill areas combined with the relative cost of delivery; and

· weighting for disadvantage, based on the geographical area which the college serves.

Council considers these to be appropriate at this time but these should be subject to periodic review as the economic trends develop.
2. Curriculum Provision to Support the Economy
2.1. The challenge is to drive greater increases in prosperity as the global economy changes fundamentally. Emerging economies, such as India, China and the accession countries of Europe are growing dramatically. In 2005, economic growth in China exceeded 10 per cent. By 2015, China is likely to have become the third largest economy in the world. Technology is rapidly breaking down the barriers between what can and cannot be traded. All work that can be ‘digitised’, automated, and outsourced can increasingly be done by the most cost effective and competitive individuals or enterprises, wherever they are located.

2.2. Faster information flows and relatively falling transport costs are breaking down geographical barriers to economic activity. Changes in technology and trade are opening up world markets and changing global patterns of production. The boundary between what can and cannot be traded is being rapidly eroded and as a result, economic activities are increasingly located according to comparative advantage. In this expanding and more deeply integrated world economy, the comparative advantage of Northern Ireland must lie in the skills of its people, rather than on low labour costs.  Ideally this should be in high skill niche markets. 
2.3. Combined with advances in information and communication technology, these changes also create new ways of producing goods and services. Different parts of the production process increasingly take place in different areas or countries, according to the comparative advantage of that area or country. While such specialisation has been most widespread in manufacturing, it is happening increasingly in service sector industries. For example, the financial markets, retail, communications and the media and banking sectors account for almost 40 per cent of all outsourcing in Britain.  The creative area is also a growing aspect of economic activity.
2.4. In addition, the skills needed within a particular occupation are also changing. Skills that were once classified as high level are increasingly seen as basic skills. For instance, the last twenty years have seen a rapid expansion in the need for IT skills across all occupations and sectors. This rise has not been confined to high skilled jobs. Even in those occupations traditionally thought of as low skilled there has been dramatic growth in the use of IT. These changes illustrate that even what are regarded as low skilled jobs are requiring an increased level of skill – these jobs are not immune from the rising demand for skills seen elsewhere.
2.5. As economic change continues, people’s economic security must be enhanced in different ways. In the past, attempts to ensure people’s economic security often focused on trying to protect particular jobs. In the new international economy people’s economic security is best delivered by developing their flexibility. Skills are the key to delivering flexibility, allowing people to adapt to change and retrain, reducing the risk that they become cut off from job opportunities. Small and medium sized employers (SMEs) in particular will need to benefit from more relevant, economically valuable skills delivered through flexible provision, since SME’s are a particular feature of the Northern Ireland economy.
2.6. Colleges are also vital in responding to a changing workforce integrating migrants from around the world. In 2005, net migration to the UK was 185,000. The expansion of the EU has added to the pool of labour from which firms can draw their workforce. The latest estimates show that around 510,000 people from the accession countries have registered to work in the UK between May 2004 and September 2006, but this does not indicate the numbers of long-term migrants since most come for only short periods and many may have either returned home or plan to do so. Migration generally has a positive effect, helping to mitigate skills shortages and fill jobs that cannot be easily filled domestically. A recent study found no evidence that migration impacts on the employment, economic activity, unemployment or wages of the resident population.
2.7. Council welcomes the review of priority skill areas to ensure that college provision is informed and directed by the future needs of the economy. While it is likely that the six priority areas (software engineering, electronics, manufacturing engineering, ICT, construction and hospitality catering and tourism) will continue to be important, history tells us that no one can predict with any accuracy future occupational needs. Therefore it supports the need for review. In addition if colleges are to respond appropriately to the needs of their community there must be a flexible response to sub regional demand, particularly in high skills areas which have the capacity to grow.
2.8. Therefore Council agrees that the Department continue to provide weighted funding for priority skills provision (mostly at levels 2 and 3) and through the College Development Planning process increase incrementally the percentage of provision in those areas. However this should be accompanied by the same weighted funding for identified sub-regional needs within CDPs.
2.9. The same enhancement of provision through CDPs should be applied to increasing the overall provision of levels 2 and 3 in balance with appropriate levels of non-NQF courses.
2.10. Non-NQF courses are a vital part of college provision. They allow a flexibility of course tailored to the needs of the individual and groups (whether employers or community groups). While some reduction of the level of such courses is inevitable to allow expansion of NQF courses particularly at levels 2 and 3, Council would believe a reduction from 50% to 5% is not possible without negatively impacting on communities. In particular Council believes that such a drastic  and immediate reduction impacts on a number of section 75 groupings. An analysis of enrolment shows the higher proportion of people with disability enrolled in non-NQF courses. Similarly they have a stronger representation at level 1 rather than level 2. The proposed reduction to 5% college provision may serve to remove critical first rungs for progression for this disadvantaged group. Similar concerns apply to older adults as recognised in the college census data.  Council accepts the need for priorities but would propose a more phased approach.
3. Provision to support Social Inclusion
3.1. While an increasing economic focus for the colleges is vital, they also have an important part to play in enhancing social cohesion and providing opportunities for lifelong learning. They should ensure provision that meets the needs of individual learners and the communities in which they are located. Of course, economic and social objectives are often complementary. One of the best ways to address social exclusion is to provide people with the qualifications and skills that will improve their chances of securing, and progressing within, employment. 
3.2. However there are those particularly adults who require a second opportunity for education. They may not yet be able to take advantage of provision at Level 2 or Level 3 and indeed may be in the first instance need to improve their basic literacy and numeracy skills. Often an important step in the lifelong learning journey may be participation in recreational courses. For example, according to the 2001 Census, 42% of the Northern Ireland population aged between 16 and 74 have no qualifications. Therefore, it is important that colleges’ economic focus is balanced against the requirement to meet the needs of learners.
3.3. There are important links between skills and wider social outcomes, such as health, crime and social cohesion. Skills also have important impacts on financial capability, helping households to manage the family finances, and family life, allowing parents to help their children with their homework.
3.4. The links between educational attainment and family background are strong. In the UK, children with parents from unskilled manual backgrounds, and whose parents tend to have fewer qualifications, have a one in five chance of achieving five or more GCSEs at grade A*-C, compared with 69 per cent for children with managerial or professional parents. Furthermore, the link between family income and the probability of entering higher education has strengthened in recent years.
3.5. Education is closely related to income. The strong, persistent and, in some cases, strengthening links between family background and educational attainment are likely to be a significant part of the reason that social mobility is low in the UK by international standards and has fallen in recent decades. Evidence suggests that greater equality of opportunity in education is a key driver of the higher social mobility seen in countries such as Canada.  Council believes that this situation cannot be ignored in curriculum planning and funding priorities.
3.6. Health problems, including depression and obesity, are more common in unskilled and low-income households. Skills can impact on health either directly, by providing information on improving health, or indirectly, by improving income and making a healthy lifestyle more affordable. It is difficult to estimate the potential health benefits of skills improvements, but they are likely to be greatest at the bottom end of the skills distribution. One study suggests that moving 50 per cent of women currently without qualifications to Level 1 would have benefits of between £300 million and £1.9 billion per annum in terms of reduced obesity and depression.
3.7. As well as reducing income inequality, improvements in skills can improve people’s life chances, giving them the opportunity to progress and move into higher paid jobs. There is a significant correlation between parents’ position in the earnings distribution and the position their children achieve. Estimates vary but suggest that a significant proportion of a child’s future income, maybe more than one quarter, can be explained by the income of their parents. This correlation is higher than in many other countries and has risen in the post-war period, again in contrast to falls in other countries.
3.8. In turn, the strong links between the educational attainment of parents and their children means that the children of those who have not attained highly at school are also less likely to do well. This creates a cycle of disadvantage that locks generations of the same family into persistent poverty. This cycle needs to be broken by both raising aspirations and standards in all schools, and ensuring that adults have a real and effective second chance to improve their skills and gain meaningful employment.
3.9. Inequalities in aspiration by adults drive inequalities in attainment for their children at school. This too helps to create that cycle of disadvantage that locks generations of the same family into persistent poverty. It perpetuates the number of young people unable to read, write and add up and who drop out of school at 16, spending teenage years not in education, employment or training. This cycle needs to be broken by raising the aspirations of parents and children and standards in all schools.

3.10. On the broader aspect of supporting social cohesion colleges must continue to offer a wide range of entry type courses including level 1 courses. Council therefore supports continued funding for provision at Level 1 and below. The progression to higher levels may not be immediate but the development of the various transferable skills may allow progression through a wide variety of career paths later.

3.11. As stated above Council would object to a draconian decrease in college provision of non-NQF courses to 5%.

4. Provision for 16-19 year old learners
4.1. Despite recent improvements, the UK’s post-16 participation in education and training including Northern Ireland is below the OECD average. At age 17, 83 per cent are enrolled in education and training, compared to more than 90 per cent in the best performing countries. International evidence suggests that parity of esteem of the vocational route and a smoothing of the current break point at age 16 are needed to achieve high levels of post-16 participation.  The 14 – 19 Reform Programme must successfully deliver a fully integrated 14 – 19 phase, including curriculum, funding and financial support; and must ensure appropriate stretch and breadth in A levels.

4.2. Further Education colleges are key partners in ensuring a breadth and balance of provision for all young people. While schools will continue to be the principal deliverers of 14-19 this must be in collaboration with other local providers including colleges and training organisations. Balance and equity in the use of provision must arise from the informed election of course by young people. As such any meaningful development of 14-19 provision in an area must be complimented by appropriate impartial careers advice.

4.3. Enhancement of 14-19 provision is critical for the life chances of our young people.  Council is concerned that there is still no agreed 14-19 policy in Northern Ireland and calls upon DEL and DE to engage with education partners and employer representatives to provide a policy which meets the specific needs and objectives of the emerging economy and society.  

4.4. There is clear agreement that improvements in skills provide a boost to growth and are associated with higher levels of national income in the long term. Analysis shows that improvements in the skills of workers contributed around one fifth of annual growth in the economy over the past 25 years. Another study found a similar contribution of 0.37 percentage points to annual growth over the five years to 2000.  Improving skills more quickly than in the past can increase this contribution and increase economic growth.

4.5. Increasingly, skills are a key determinant of employment. Just under 50 per cent of those with no qualifications are in work, compared to nearly 90 per cent for those with graduate level qualifications. There is clear evidence that those with particular skills are more likely to be in work than similar people without skills. One study found that numeracy skills at Level 1, equivalent to the standard needed for a GCSE Maths at grades D-G, are associated with a 2-3 percentage point higher probability of being in employment. It found that Level 1 literacy skills are associated with as much as a 10 percentage point higher probability of being in work.

4.6. Other countries have invested in their skills over the long-term and so the UK is ranked:

 • 17th out of the 30 OECD countries in the proportion who have low or no qualifications (equivalent to less than a Level 2 in the UK), with 35 per cent at this level, more than double the proportion in the best performing nations, such as the USA, Canada, Germany and Sweden;

• 20th in the proportion with intermediate qualifications (Levels 2 and 3) with 36 per cent qualified to this level, compared to more than 50 per cent in Germany and New Zealand; and

• 11th in the proportion who have high qualifications (Level 4 and above), with 29 per cent qualified to this level, internationally comparable but still well behind the USA, Japan and Canada where the proportion stands at around 40 per cent.

4.7. The skills profile varies across the different regions and countries in the UK. Northern Ireland has 35 per cent of their adult populations without a Level 2.

4.8. Nowhere is the skills deficit more apparent than in basic skills. Today, more than 5 million adults lack functional literacy, the level needed to get by in life and at work. Over 7 million adults lack functional numeracy skills. Even back in 1994, just 7.5 per cent of Swedes lacked functional literacy, compared with the 10 per cent the UK is projected to achieve by 2020.

4.9. It is vital that individual colleges work collaboratively with post-primary schools in an area planning context to provide the Entitlement Framework.  A well balanced menu of academic and applied A level and GCSE provision alongside recognised and comparable vocational or occupational studies is a key element of the education provision needed to drive the economy.  This will require CCEA and other awarding bodies to provide the necessary accredited qualifications.  Council believes that schools should be the principal providers of the 14-19 curriculum but that Colleges should play a significant service provider role as part of a collaborative arrangement agreed under Area Based Planning of provision and facilities.  A more complex issue is access to traditional GCSE and GCE courses for adults and returners to education.  Council believes that this matter is another for resolution through Area Based Planning. The most cost effective role for colleges is enhancement of provision by offering complimentary vocational and occupational courses.

4.10. This should be accompanied by impartial independent careers advice which matches the Department’s CEIAG strategy and which must be subject to routine inspection by ETI.    Council, in its response to the recent consultation on CEIAG, noted the importance of careers education, advice and guidance throughout the phases of education.  It welcomed in particular the Employability aspect of Learning for Life and Work in the revised Northern Ireland Curriculum as a first step in giving young people a coherent perspective on the relationship between education and employment.  Council believes that a more robust, coherent and objective service, tailored to individual circumstances is an essential element of further development.
5. Conclusion
5.1. Council recognises the unique contribution of further education to the individual and to society. It therefore supports many of the recommendations in the consultation papers.
5.2. In particular it welcomes a sharp focus on economically significant skills areas and an enhanced weighting for intermediate level skills (levels 2 and 3). However the enhancement of these areas should be balanced by the continued provision of critical entry level courses for individuals and the community whether recognised on the National Qualifications framework or not.  Financial incentives for such courses may need to be considered.
5.3. In the critical area of 14-19 provision Council welcomes a collaborative approach with colleges in providing complimentary rather than competing occupational qualifications and supports to the broad schools curriculum.
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