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Section 1: Introduction
Purpose of the Success for All Working Group
1. The Success for All Working Group was set up to inform preparations for Spending Review 2006 and Lifelong Learning Directorate’s input to the FE Review and to help with thinking about future direction on developing the FE quality improvement strategy. To make the work programme more manageable, the scope of the investigations was limited to FE colleges only
. 
Key questions to be addressed
2. The Working Group commissioned a series of analyses from Learning and Skills Analysis Division to address key questions in four areas, as follows: 

i) A Better Understanding of FEC Provision Mix 

· What type of provision is currently on offer in FE colleges? 
· Can we develop a typology of college missions based on provision mix? 
· How has provision mix changed over time? 
ii) A Better Understanding of FEC Learners 

· What are the characteristics of FE college learners?
· How have these characteristics changed over time and is there any evidence that GFEC learners are becoming ‘more challenging’?

· Do learner outcomes vary according to learner characteristics? 
· What impact does FE college learning have on social mobility (destinations and progression)?
iii) A Reliable Assessment of College Performance 

· How has college performance changed over time? 

· How does performance vary by college type? 

· Is the performance gap closing over time? 
iv) The Key Determinants of College Performance? 
· Are we able to identify the key performance drivers and what are the policy implications? 
· What does schools evidence tell us about the drivers of performance? 

Structure of report
3. This report sets out the main findings of the analytical work programme and is structured as follows: 

· Section 2: an overview of the key findings.  

· Section 3: evidence gaps and further work in hand. 

· Section 4: a detailed examination of the evidence base. 
· Annex 1: a detailed analysis of success, retention and achievement rates by age and area of learning in full level 2 provision. 

· Annex 2: a summary of the recent OfSTED report, ‘Why Colleges Succeed’. 
Section 2: Overview of Key Findings
A better understanding of FEC provision mix
There has been a rapid growth in provision, especially for short courses and low level vocational courses . . .
· General FE College (GFEC) provision has grown significantly since 1997 in terms of numbers of learners and qualification aims up to 03/04.  Short course provision has expanded most rapidly, especially for adults.  The total number of learners has increased by over 20%, with an increase of over 50% in the number of learners whose main aim is a short course increasing by over 50%, and also the number of learners doing L1 and entry courses.  There have been reductions in academic, in higher level vocational, and in ‘other’ courses.  
. . . but despite this growth in short courses and the important contribution to A level provision by General FE colleges, three quarters of teaching effort goes on long vocational courses . . .
· Although short courses have risen to be the main learning aims for half the learners in GFECs, they represent only 16% of all teaching effort (guided learning hours).  ‘A’ levels represent 8% of GLH.  The largest single category is long vocational level 3, with 27% of GLH;  long vocational courses at levels 1 and 2 are the other two large blocks at 20% each.  
· Note that although 74% of guided learning hours are devoted to what are classified as long vocational courses, in fact a substantial proportion will be for leisure and personal development rather than vocational courses.  We need to develop a deeper understanding of provision mix – in particular, to break down ‘long vocational’ provision into major qualification/subject groupings.   

. . . with the majority of long vocational teaching on courses at level 2 and below.  (Is there a critical amount of higher vocational teaching needed for a college to maintain technical excellence?) 
· Within the teaching effort devoted to long vocational courses, 60% is at level 2 or below.

· Many more adults than young people attend GFECs but GFECs are certainly not adult-dominated institutions.  Half of all teaching and learning in GFECs is delivered to 16-18 year olds and GFECs deliver almost 3 times as many GLH to 16-18 year olds as do SFCs.

· Types and levels of learning vary significantly between college type but not within college type.  Thus while SFCs specialise in A level provision for 16-18 year olds and specialist colleges focus on full level 2 and 3 provision, a first analysis of GLH does not suggest any simple segmentation of GFECs, they display a wide variety of mixes of provision.
The quantity of provision as measured by guided learning hours has declined  
· Whilst learner numbers and qualification volumes have expanded, in-year GLH has actually fallen – implying a reduction in in-year GLH per qualification. The reasons for this are not well understood; it might in part be a result of a shift to part-time provision. However, analysis of NVQ2 qualifications shows a reduction in in-year guided learning hours for full-time NVQ2 courses. We suspect that reductions in funding in the late 90s form part of the cause – given that teacher salaries are a major cost item for colleges and one that will tend to grow above inflation (historical nominal wage growth for the economy as a whole is around inflation +2%). 
A better understanding of FEC learners 
The learner population in General FE colleges comes disproportionately from the lower socio-economic groups . . .
· For young people there are substantial differences in composition of the learner base in the different institution types.  For example, for 17 year olds in full time education, 22% of those in sixth forms come from the bottom 3 socio-economic groups, 31% of those in SFCs and 41% of those in GFECs.  More generally, looking at the whole learner base, GFECs take a somewhat higher proportion of learners from relatively disadvantaged postcode areas than do SFCs and school sixth forms.  At 29%, the proportion from disadvantaged areas is also higher than in the population as a whole (25%). This headline figure may mask significant differences according to age and level of study and further analysis is in hand to look at this.  
· There is some evidence that young people doing AS levels in GFECs tend to be a little older than those in other institutions, suggesting that GFECs contain a higher mix of returning learners or in other ways suggesting a more challenging group.

. . . and has low prior attainment
· Young people doing A levels in GFECs have lower prior attainment at GCSE compared to SFCs and school sixth forms

. . . the relative increase in low level courses suggests the learner base may be becoming more challenging 
· The evidence on college clientele is mixed, with some evidence pointing to little change over time in the degree of challenge presented by GFE learners, while other evidence suggests an increase in the degree of challenge.  

· The survey evidence suggests little change in the proportion of 16-18 year olds coming from lower social groups.  Area based analysis shows little change in the degree of disadvantage of learners over time. And the proportion of learners whose prior qualification is below L2 has remained broadly constant.  
· However, there has been a major expansion in volume of lower level vocational qualifications compared to other types of learning, which suggests an increase in the challenge presented by the learner base.
Black and minority ethnic groups are more likely to participate in FE than whites . . .
· Learners from non-white ethnic groups account for 14% of the FE population (compared to 8% in the overall population). 
· When we analyse success rate data according to ethnicity, we find significant variation around the average success rate of 67% (02/3). For the 'White' ethnic group, the success rate is 69%. Success rates for all other ethnic groups are below this. The lowest success rate is for the 'Black Caribbean' group (= 57%). 

. . . and the growth in learner numbers has been driven by increasing numbers of female learners
· The bulk of the expansion in FE learner numbers since the mid-90s is accounted for by an increased number of female learners. Qualifications taken by 16-18 year old females have a significantly higher success rate than those taken by 16-18 year old males (68% v 62%). 
A reliable assessment of college performance
Underlying success rates have been going up about 2 percentage points a year, with headline rates going up 4 points per year,  . . .
· Success rates have risen substantially over recent years – 9% points over the two years between 00/01 and 02/03 (and a provisional further 4% points to 03/04).  Each type of provision has shown clear and steady improvement with a 4% point improvement over the two years in long vocational courses, 10% point improvement in short courses and 12% point improvement in A levels (following introduction of AS levels).  
 . . . the headline rate is higher than underlying rates for 3 reasons: the introduction of AS levels, the rising proportion of short courses, and the large rise in short course success rates.
· In addition to the substantial increases in the success rates for A levels and for short courses, a part of the increase in the headline rate has arisen because of a shift towards a greater proportion of short courses.  It is estimated that 1.3 points of the 9 point increase between 00/01 and 02/03 is due to the increase in the proportion of short courses. 
· It is possible that retention and achievement rates for short courses and for A levels by 16-18 year olds are approaching ceilings; they are all close to or above 90% now.  Therefore, future improvement in the headline success rate will depend on continued increases in long vocational course success rates.  Increases in long vocational success rates are in any case essential for progress towards the 14-19 and adult skills PSA targets. 

Success rates for long vocational courses have been steadily going up at about 2 to 3 points per year . . . and are approaching 60% . . . 
· Provisional figures for 03/04 show continuing steady increases in long vocational course success rates, reaching 59% for 16-18 year olds. This is below the 16-18 GCSE and A level success rates – 67% and 77% respectively - as a result of both lower retention (compared to A levels) and lower achievement. 

· Provisional figures for 03/04 show a long vocational course success rate of 56% for adults, again a substantial increase if confirmed. There is little difference here with the adult GCSE and ‘A’ level success rates – 59% and 56% respectively. 
· It will be important to understand better why the long vocational retention and achievement rates are relatively low, why there have been the steady increases that we have seen, what is a reasonable level to aim for, and how to get there.  
· There has been previous research on how to improve retention and achievement (for example Martinez, 2001).  That work does not enable us to say what is a reasonable level to aim for, but it does suggest for example that drop-out is related to content of the course and perceived quality of teaching, but less so to college facilities or personal circumstances. 

· We shall be doing further work on why young people and adults drop out or fail to achieve long vocational learning aims, in order to support strategic development on what level of success rates to aim for, and how best to get there. 
. . . with substantial variation by subject (that we shall explore further). . . 
· Retention and achievement rates vary significantly by vocational subject area.  Possible causes include differences in regulatory requirements (and the impact on employment prospects), qualification design/content and employer involvement. We are investigating this further.  The subject focussed national Teaching and Learning Programme in Success for All is focussing in on this variation. 

There has been little narrowing of the gap between the best and worst colleges in each year . . .
· Within the substantial increase in headline success rates, the gap in success rates between the best and worst performing GFECs has hardly narrowed over the period 98/99 to 02/03. The long course success rate gap has not changed over the same period and the NVQ2 success rate gap has actually widened. 

. . . but individual colleges have shown substantial improvements 
· However, this analysis does not track individual colleges over time and some colleges have made significant improvements to success rates in a short space of time. This remains true when we just look at long course success rates – so rapid improvement is more than just a change in provision mix (more short courses). 

· We are commissioning some work (and work is ongoing elsewhere – Centre for Excellence in Leadership) to understand better what has driven such rapid improvement at some colleges. 
· There is an existing volume of evidence on what drives FE college performance which relies heavily on learner surveys and qualitative evidence. The key factors which impact on institutional performance are generally identified as: quality of teaching; quality of advice and guidance; systems of student support; and strong leadership and management. By commissioning some specific research, we hope to dig deeper into what drives rapid improvement.  
The raw scores show GFECs performing worse than school sixth forms and SFCs, but adjusting for prior qualification and other factors largely removes the differences.
· Value added analysis looks at level 3 exam performance of 16-18 year olds. It suggests that across the prior attainment spectrum (except the very top-end), learners with the same prior attainment perform slightly better at SFCs than at maintained schools and GFECs. This conclusion is based on 02/03 DfES data of individual student performance and is not based on actual institution VA scores. DfES/LSC are currently developing a new measure of institutional VA based on an updated approach.  This will give a more robust assessment of whether value-added varies systematically according to type of institution.  
· GFEC success rates for 16-18 ‘A’ level provision are lower than SFCs – 67% compared to 80% (02/3).  But most of this gap can be explained by the lower prior attainment of GFEC learners.  A further part of the gap might be that GFEC students differ and are more disadvantaged in other ways - for example the data show that relative to SFCs, the 16-18 year-old GFEC AS level learners are older on average, which suggests they did not move as smoothly from GCSEs to AS levels as those in SFCs.  
Section 3: Evidence Gaps and Further Work 
4. There are a number of areas where we believe further work is required to fill evidence gaps. 
Impact of FEC courses on the learner 
5. A key omission from our evidence base is a quantitative story on the impact of FEC courses on learners in terms of progression to further learning and/or improved employment.  For example, the extent to which learners progress from lower to higher level learning over time or progress into better paid and/or better quality employment.   

6. Destinations of FE college learners (both completers and non-completers) and progression to higher learning aims are not well understood. DfES has commissioned a survey of adult learners to track destinations and evidence from this will be available in summer 2005. 
7. We know that some low level vocational qualifications have less impact on future earnings than one would expect – NVQ level 2 is the most notable example. There is a positive earnings return to NVQ level 3, which raises the question of the extent to which FEC learners are progressing from L2 to L3? We do not currently have a clear view on this, although the destinations survey will help inform this question, since the sample is designed to track a disproportionate number of full level 2 and full level 3 learners.
8. We also have no evidence on the impact of FE in terms of getting people into higher quality employment (e.g. permanent rather than casual, daytime work rather than night work, better fringe benefits, more secure, etc). For adult learners, these types of impacts may be very important. There are currently no plans to investigate this. 
Retention and achievement rates on long vocational courses
9. In section 4, we show that the improvement in success rates on long vocational courses (for adults and 16-18 year olds) is largely a result of higher achievement; retention rates have not risen as much.  Retention rate or drop out is a key issue for further investigation.  There has been previous research (eg Martinez, 2001) but this has not really probed on why adults and young people drop out of vocational courses in such large numbers. The principal aim of any new research would be to identify any dominant factors which impact negatively on learners and cause them to drop out of their learning programmes. We intend to commission some research on this in the near future. The results of the Learner Destinations survey mentioned above might also provide some insight here – since a small sub-sample of level 2 and level 3 non-completers is included in the survey.  
10. As noted in section 4 of this report, some GFECs with low retention rates for vocational long course provision in 98/99 had increased them significantly by 02/03. It would clearly be valuable to understand the reasons for their success. We have recently commissioned some research to investigate this issue, and also more generally, to better understand why some GFECs have been able to increase success rates significantly (so looking at the achievement rate aspect also).  
What makes an effective college leader? 
11. A number of colleges have been ‘turned around’ in a relatively short space of time following a change in Principal. This raises a number of questions: 

· What are the characteristics of ‘excellent’ college leaders? What do we know about their employment background and qualifications? 

· Given our findings from this, is it possible for existing leaders whose performance is below ‘excellent’, to acquire the skills to become ‘excellent’ leaders? 

· If not, can we leverage our ‘excellent’ college leaders more effectively? This might include mentoring talented junior managers to make the step up to Principal level, or giving ‘excellent’ Principals control of more than one institution.   

12. It feels to us that there is a need to synthesise existing evidence on leadership in the sector and to address evidence gaps in a methodical way. The qualitative evidence on what drives college performance is unanimous in its conclusion that management and leadership is absolutely vital to college performance. 

13. We are currently developing a proposal for some work in this area. This will take into account work already commissioned by the Centre for Excellence in Leadership, in particular, a project to investigate the reasons for the degree of improvement at 30 providers (due to report June 2006).   
Section 4: Main report 

i) A better understanding of FEC provision mix 

14. We begin with a summary of current provision mix in FE colleges and show how this has changed over time. We then consider whether this data can be used to develop a typology of college missions. 

GFEC and SFC learner numbers

15. In 2003/04, general further education colleges (GFECs) provided learning opportunities to over 3 million learners. Over 2 million (71%) were adults studying part-time. In the same year, sixth form colleges (SFCs) provided learning to 229,000 learners, with over half (56%) being under-19 year olds studying full-time. Most of these learners are studying for GCE AS/A levels. See Table 1. 
Table 1: GFEC and SFC learners in 2003/04 by mode of study and age 
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Source: ILR/SFR05 (14/12/04)
Note: ‘Full time’ includes full time part year courses, especially for the adult category
GFEC provision mix

16. Based on qualification volumes in 2003/04, the GFEC provision mix is 46% short courses, 27% adult long courses and 27% 16-18 long courses. Allocation of a course to the short/long categories is based on duration – anything less than 24 weeks is defined as a short course. See Table 2. 
Table 2: GFEC - % qualifications by course length and student age (2003/04)
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Source: DfES analysis of ILR 
17. The proportion of short course provision in GFECs has been increasing in recent years; from 34% in 99/00 to 46% in 03/04. The number of short courses has increased rapidly (almost doubled 03/4 versus 99/00), while long course volumes increased more slowly. Expansion in long course volumes is at  levels 1 and 2, with level 3 qualification volume in 03/04 being broadly the same as in 99/00 (but note the expansion in 00/01 and subsequent drop off in 02/03). See Table 3. 
Table 3: GFEC Qualification Aims (000) – all learners
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Source: DfES analysis of ILR data
18. While there are some intensive short courses, in general, long courses are more substantial in terms of hours of learning. A simple analysis of qualification volumes by course length does not really reflect the learning actually taking place within GFECs. If we look at guided learning hours (GLH)
 rather than number of qualifications, GFEC provision mix appears very different – see Table 4. 
Table 4: GFEC provision mix on the basis of GLH (03/4)
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Source: DfES analysis of ILR data
19. Describing GFEC provision mix on the basis of learner numbers and/or qualification aims gives the impression that short course provision for adult learners is their core business. But in terms of the teaching actually taking place within general FE colleges, the focus is long vocational courses (74% of GLH) for both 16-18 year olds (40% GLH) and adults (34% GLH). Under the GLH unit of measurement, short courses account for just 16% of provision, compared to 46% when measured on the basis of qualification aims.  Moreover, learners aged 16-18 account for 51% of provision on the GLH measure, as compared to 31% on qualification aims – GFECs are not adult dominated institutions.  
20. Using GLH rather than qualification aims to define provision mix shows quite a different pattern over time – Table 5.  Overall between 97/8 and 03/4 there has been a reduction of 12% in GLH.  The number of learners on the other hand has increased, by 22%, and the number of qualification aims by 38%.  Although “Long Vocational Level 1 and Entry” does show a significant increase under the GLH measure (03/4 on 97/8), we suspect that this is mainly due to reclassification from "Long Vocational Level Other”.  The drop in provision at level 4 and above may be due to the reclassification of HNDs rather than a reduction in total provision.
Table 5: GFEC provision mix based on GLH (top table), learner numbers (middle table) and qualification aims (bottom table) - change over time
Table 5.1:  Guided learning hours (GLH)

	
	GLH (m) in year
	Change 03/04 on 97/98
	% provision

	Provision type
	97/98
	03/04
	%
	m GLH
	97/98
	03/04

	Short
	62
	78
	17%
	11
	11
	16

	Long, of which
	483
	406
	-20%
	-77
	89
	84

	   A level
	51
	39
	-20%
	-10
	9
	8

	   GCSE
	18
	9
	-49%
	-9
	3
	2

	   Long vocational, of which
	414
	359
	-13%
	-55
	76
	74

	      L1 & entry
	68
	93
	35%
	24
	13
	19

	      L2
	111
	104
	-9%
	-10
	20
	21

	      L3
	158
	129
	-20%
	-31
	29
	27

	      L4&H 
	22
	9
	-55%
	-12
	4
	2

	      other
	55
	24
	-53%
	-29
	10
	5

	Total
	545
	484
	-12%
	-66
	100
	100


Table 5.2:  Learner Numbers (by main aim type)

	
	Learners (000s)
	Change 03/04 on 97/98
	% provision

	Provision type
	97/98
	03/04
	%
	000s
	97/98
	03/04

	Short
	1586
	2437
	54%
	851
	40
	50

	Long, of which
	2418
	2467
	2%
	49
	60
	50

	   A level
	235
	199
	-15%
	-36
	6
	4

	   GCSE
	106
	64
	-39%
	-41
	3
	1

	   Long vocational, of which
	2078
	2204
	6%
	126
	52
	45

	      L1 & entry
	496
	748
	51%
	252
	12
	15

	      L2
	496
	637
	28%
	140
	12
	13

	      L3
	529
	529
	0%
	0
	13
	11

	      L4&H 
	150
	129
	-14%
	-21
	4
	3

	      other
	406
	161
	-60%
	-245
	10
	3

	Total
	4004
	4904
	22%
	900
	100
	100


Table 5.3:  Qualifications

	
	Quals (000) in year
	Change 03/04 on 97/98
	% provision

	Provision type
	97/98
	03/04
	%
	000 quals
	97/98
	03/04

	Short
	1616
	2969
	84%
	1354
	35
	46

	Long, of which
	3059
	3484
	14%
	77425
	65
	54

	   A level
	326
	306
	-6%
	-20
	7
	5

	   GCSE
	216
	119
	-45%
	-97
	5
	2

	   Long vocational, of which
	2518
	3059
	21%
	541
	53
	47

	      L1 & entry
	665
	1061
	60%
	396
	14
	16

	      L2
	594
	945
	59%
	351
	13
	15

	      L3
	533
	578
	8%
	45
	11
	9

	      L4&H 
	111
	62
	-44%
	-49
	2
	1

	      other
	615
	413
	-33%
	-202
	13
	6

	Total
	4675
	6453
	38%
	1778
	100
	100


Source: DfES analysis of ILR
SFC provision mix

21. For sixth form colleges, the distinction between provision mix on the basis of qualifications and GLH is less stark, but the use of GLH serves to highlight the focus on 16-18 year olds. Of total GLH in SFCs, 59% are for 16-18 year olds studying ‘A’ levels and 29% are for 16-18 year olds on vocational courses
.  See Table 6. 
Table 6: Sixth form college provision mix in 02/3 – on the basis of GLH and qualification aims
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Source: DfES analysis of ILR
Typology of college missions
22. Given our preference for analysing provision mix on the basis of GLH, we used GLH by course type in an attempt to categorise college missions according to their provision mix profile. In particular, for each college, we calculated GLH in each of the following course types (for 16-18 year olds and adults): Short; Full L2; Full L3; A level; GCSE; Long Level 1, Long Level 2 (excluding GCSE and Full L2), Long Level 3 (excluding ‘A’ level and Full L3); and Long Level Other.  
23. Perhaps not surprisingly, the data suggests a natural initial break by college type. For example, the majority of SFCs are focused on ‘A’ level provision for 16-18 year olds, the majority of Agricultural colleges are focused on full L2/3 provision.
24.  We then analysed the GFEC provision profiles to see if a small number of GFEC types could be identified. This analysis has so far proved fruitless, but we will continue to work on this and write up our findings in a separate note. 
ii) A Better Understanding of FEC Learners
Overview
25. We begin with a summary of key learner characteristics that are easily identified from administrative data – age, gender, mode of study and ethnicity. We then describe differences in qualification success rates according to these characteristics. Note that all analysis is based on learners in colleges and external institutions. 

26. Observed differences in success rates for groups of learners could be related to different course type mixes. Given our finding below of relatively poor performance by males from some ethnic groups, we will be investigating this in a separate report in more detail.    
27. We also consider whether survey and other data sources can give us a deeper understanding of learner characteristics. 
Learner characteristics based on administrative data
28. Table 7 shows LSC funded learners in the FE sector (colleges and external institutions) by age, mode of attendance and gender since 1996/97. 
Table 7: Learners (000) by age, mode of attendance and gender (LSC funded)
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Source: ILR/SFR05
Note:  There are fewer learners than in table 5;  that table contains all learners, this one only includes those doing courses funded by the LSC.
29. Learner numbers in 2003/04 were 668,000 (19%) higher than in 1996/97. The expansion in numbers is predominantly adults and the over 60 age group has seen a particularly significant increase (more than trebled since 96/7). The number of full-time learners in 03/4 is virtually unchanged from 96/7 – part-time learners account for the increase in numbers over the period. 

30. The increase in the number of female learners (+27%) outstrips the increase in the number of male learners (+10%). This has further shifted the gender mix in favour of females (96/7 females = 57% learners; 03/04 females = 60% learners). 
31. In 2003/04, 78% of learners in FE colleges were from white ethnic groups, 14% were from non-white ethnic groups and 7.5% were ‘not known/not provided’. Adults from non-white ethnic groups account for 8% of the adult population.

32. A detailed breakdown of learners by ethnic group for 03/4 is shown in table 8. 
Table 8: FE College learners (000) on LSC funded FE provision (2003/04) by ethnicity
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Source: ILR/SFR05

Qualification success rates by learner characteristics

33. We do not provide an exhaustive analysis here, but highlight some key areas where qualification success rates vary significantly by learner characteristics. 

34. The 02/3 success rate for qualifications taken by females is slightly higher than that for males (68% versus 66%). When we look at gender and age combined, we find that qualifications taken by 16-18 year old females have a significantly higher success rate than those taken by 16-18 year old males (68% v 62%). 
35. When we look at ethnicity, we find significant variation around the average success rate of 67% (02/3). For the 'White' ethnic group, the success rate is 69%.  Success rates for all other ethnic groups are below this. The lowest success rate is for the 'Black Caribbean' group (= 57%). 
36.  For the 'White' ethnic group, the qualification success rate is slightly higher if the learner is female (F=69% and M=68%). For all other ethnic groups, qualification success rates are notably higher for females. Some examples of variation in success rates according to ethnic group and gender are as follows: 'Black Caribbean' F/M = 59%/54%; 'Bangladeshi' F/M = 69%/61%; 'Indian' F/M = 69%/64%; and 'Pakistani' F/M = 65%/58%.   It is possible that a combination of other factors including gender, socio-economic group and geographical area would explain much of the differences in success rates between ethnic groups, but the data for such analysis are not currently available.
Other data sources

Prior qualifications

37. DfES collects data that allows us to analyse the prior attainment of most 16-18 year olds studying at level 3. 
38. For 16-18 year olds studying academic qualifications at level 3, we find that GFECs attract learners with lower prior attainment, relative to SFCs and school sixth forms.  Average GCSE/GNVQ points for a 17-year old GFEC student is approximately 5.3, compared to 5.8 for SFC and 5.9 for maintained schools (02/03 data). To some extent, this reflects the greater volume of vocational level 3 qualifications taken at GFECs; in 2000-01, before vocational qualifications were included in this data, GFEC students achieved an average GCSE score of 5.6 (versus 5.9 for SFCs and school sixth forms) . To put these figures in perspective, grade B at GCSE is equivalent to 6 points and grade C is equivalent to 5 points.
39. It appears that 16-18 year olds in GFECs are a more challenging customer group than SFC and school sixth form (SSF) students - those studying at  level 3 have relatively poor prior attainment and unlike SFCs and schools, a majority of 16-18 year olds are studying at below level 3. 

40. Is there any evidence that the GFEC customer base is becoming ‘more challenging’ over time? Although there has been a major expansion in lower level courses in GFECs, we do not have a full picture of the prior attainment of these learners.  Analysis of the 2003 LFS shows that 28% of adults and 41% of youths studying in FE have below level 2 attainment; this compares to 34% and 48% respectively in the population. Analysis of the LFS over time (1996-2003) shows that the proportion of learners in FE below level 2 has hardly changed – although given increased learner numbers over this period, this does imply a larger number of students in FE who are below level 2.   
41. At 16-18 level 3, we have seen that GFECs attract less well qualified learners than schools and sixth form colleges. There is no evidence to suggest that this gap is widening; for ‘A’ level students only, the gap remained stable between 95-6 and 00-01
. 
Disadvantage

42. The population of GFEC learners (16-18 and adult) appears to be relatively disadvantaged compared to the population as a whole and to learner populations in other educational establishment types. The proportion of GFEC learners who reside in Widening Participation  postcodes
 is 29%, compared to 25% of the population. The sixth form college, school sixth form and higher education figures are 25%, 19% and 20% respectively.   Note that the HE analysis is based on parent’s post code, rather than learner post code. 
43. We looked at the main learning aim of WP postcode learners and non-WP postcode learners to see if there were any differences in the type of courses pursued by the two groups. We categorised learning aims at a very high level as follows: short, long-academic and long-vocational. As table 9 shows, there is little difference in the proportion of WP learners and non-WP learners in each of the three course type categories.  

Table 9: Percentage of WP and non-WP Learners in FE by course type (based on main qualification aim)
	
	WP learners
	Non-WP learners

	Short
	57%
	56%

	Long – Academic
	4%
	5%

	Long – Vocational
	38%
	39%


Source: DfES analysis of ILR. Includes learners in all college types and external institutions. 
44. There is perhaps greater insight into learner characteristics given by the Youth Cohort Survey.  Table 10 shows for 16 and 17 year olds in full time education, the proportion from different socio-economic backgrounds (according to occupation of parents).  Overall, 30% of 17 year old full time learners have parents in the bottom 3 National Statistics socio-economic classes (NS-SEC).  In state school only 22% come from the bottom 3 groups, in SFCs 31% do and in GFECs 41% come from those groups.
45. It is not straightforward to compare over time, as the National Statistics classification changed in 2001, but using the previous classification (SEG – Socio-Economic Group) suggests little if any widening of the gap since 1998 
Table 10: Socio-economic class of 16 and 17 year old full time learners by institution type (Youth Cohort Survey, 2002)
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	GFEC
	SFC 
	State School
	Other* 
	TOTAL

	Age 16
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Top 3 Socio-economic groups
	55%
	66%
	72%
	79%
	66%

	Bottom 3 Socio-economic groups
	45%
	34%
	28%
	21%
	35%

	Total
	100%
	100%
	100%
	100%
	100%

	
	
	
	
	
	

	YCS proportion in each institution type
	31%
	18%
	39%
	12%
	100%

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Age 17
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Top 3 Socio-economic groups
	59%
	69%
	78%
	80%
	70%

	Bottom 3 Socio-economic groups
	41%
	31%
	22%
	20%
	30%

	Total
	100%
	100%
	100%
	100%
	100%

	
	
	
	
	
	

	YCS proportion in each institution type
	33%
	19%
	35%
	13%
	100%

	
	
	
	
	
	

	* Mainly independent school and college
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


Source: DfES analysis of Youth Cohort Survey, Spring 2002.
46. Analysis of the Labour Force Survey allows us to look at an additional measure of relative deprivation – the average wage of full-time employed FE learners (70% of all FE learners) relative to the average wage of the full-time employed population. We calculate this ratio as 77% in 2003 (compares to 76% in 1996); FE learners in full-time employment have lower earnings than the population average and the differential is stable over time.

47. We also used the LFS to split employed adults into three vocational groups: managers & professionals; technical & service industry; and manual workers.  Table 11A compares the proportions of each in FE colleges with the proportions in the population.

Table 11A: Occupation of adults in FE colleges compared to the population (2003)

	Vocational group
	FE
	Population

	Managers & professionals
	22%
	29%

	Technical & service industry
	65%
	53%

	Manual workers
	13%
	18%


Source: DfES analysis of LFS 

48. Perhaps not surprisingly, FE has a relatively high proportion of learners whose occupation is technical and service industry, where as manual workers and managerial/professional workers are under-represented (relative to population proportions).  

49. Table 11B gives a similar breakdown for 16-18 year olds based on the occupation of the household head. It compares 16-18 year olds in FE, schools and outside education.  

Table 11B: Occupation of Household Head – 16-18 year olds  (2003)   
	
	School
	FE
	Neither

	Managers & professionals
	40%
	35%
	20%

	Technical & service industry
	43%
	43%
	47%

	Manual workers
	17%
	22%
	33%


Source: DfES analysis of LFS
iii) A Reliable Assessment of College Performance
Success Rate – historical performance
50. Success rate is the headline measure of performance for FE colleges and is the key measure for monitoring performance over time. For every one hundred learners who start a qualification, the success rate tells us how many achieve the qualification. Success rate can be expressed as retention rate multiplied by achievement rate. On this definition, data is available from 97/8. On different definitions, retention and achievement rates are available pre 97/8, but these cannot be multiplied together to obtain a success rate.  

51. The FE college success rate has increased significantly since 97/8 as shown in Figure 1. 
Figure 1: FE colleges headline success rate 97/8 to 02/3 (and 03/4 Provisional) 
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Source: LSC benchmarking data. Note: excludes external institutions (02/3 figure excluding external institutions is 67% and 03/4P is 71%) 

52. Note that Figure 1 and Table 12 (over) include provisional 03/4 success rates. At the time of writing these are still provisional and subject to change.  They are included for information, but we do not base subsequent conclusions on them.  Final success rates for 03/4 are published in a Statistical First Release on 28 June 2005. The success rate analyses included in this report will be updated on the final 03/4 figures. 

53. The increase of 9% points between 2000/01 and 2002/03 is particularly notable. Over the same period: 
· the short course success rate increased by +10% points; 
· the 16-18 long course success rate increased by +7% points; 
· the adult long course success rate increased by +4% points;  and

· the proportion of short courses increased from 35% of all learning aims to 45%

54. A decomposition of the success rate increase is presented in table 13 later.  It is shown there that the increases from 99/00 to 02/03 are mainly driven by three factors – the increase in A level rates (following the introduction of AS levels which led to reduced drop out between 00/01 and 01/02), increase in short course rates, and increase in the mix of short course provision.

55. Note that provisional figures appear positive in showing the headline success rate continuing to increase at around 4 points per year but, if confirmed in the final figures, that this effect is based on increases in long vocational success rates rather than the other factors just mentioned. 

Analysis of constituent parts: retention and achievement

56. It is informative to break down success rates by course type into achievement and retention – see Table 12 below. 

Table 12: FEC Success, Retention and Achievement rates (by course length & age)
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Source: LSC benchmarking data. Excludes external institutions
57. Comparing 02/3 to 00/01, we find the following.

· The improvement in the short course success rate (02/3 v 00/01) was driven by higher achievement. The retention rate increased only slightly over the period.

· The improvement in A level success rates for 16-18 year olds occurs mostly in the first year (00/01 to 01/02) and is almost entirely driven by an increase in retention rate following the introduction of AS levels in 00/01.

· Long vocational courses improve for both 16-18 year olds and adults, driven wholly by a substantial 6 point increase in achievement rates with retention rates unchanging at 70% or just over.  The provisional 03/04 figures suggest a rising rate of increase in long vocational success rates, based on increases in both retention and achievement rates.

58. In Table 12A we show long course retention and achievement rates by qualification type for 16-18 year olds and adults from 00/01 to 02/03. 

Table 12A: FE college retention and achievement rates on long courses by qualification type and age (00/01-02/03)
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Source: LSC Benchmarking data
59. Much of the retention improvement in 16-18 long courses is due to splitting the two-year ‘A’ level qualification in to two one-year qualifications - the GCE A/AS level retention rate for 16-18 year olds increased to 88% in 02/03 versus 77% in 00/01 (with all the change in the first year), and GCE A/AS levels accounted for 45% of all 16-18 long qualifications in 02/3. For 16-18 year olds on vocational long courses (defined as all qualification types excluding ‘A’ level and GCSE), the retention rate has hardly improved over the period (00/01= 72% and 02/03 = 73% - see Table 12).  
60. For adult learners, with the exception of ‘A’ level, retention rates have increased only slightly over the period, and for the most significant ‘Other’ category of qualifications, actually fell by 2 percentage points. 

61. We think that a key issue is to improve our understanding of why retention and achievement rates for long vocational courses are relatively low, and what is driving the increases that we see;  what is a good level to be aiming at;  and how to get there.  There have been a number of studies on retention and achievement rates in the past, for example Martinez (2001).  There has been little that provides quantitative analysis or trend information.  A recent study of interest is the 2003 IFF report ("Study of Learners in FE") that was commissioned by DfES and dealt mainly with the financial circumstances of FE learners. Of learners interviewed, 250 had dropped out of their course before completion. The majority said they dropped out due to changing personal circumstances, 20% said it was through difficulties balancing their learning with their employment, 8% said it was because they got a new job or changed jobs, and just 6% said it was for financial reasons. 

62. Looking at the distribution of general FE college retention rates for learners studying long vocational courses, there are some that had low retention rates early in the period investigated, in 98/99, that had increased them significantly by 02/03.  It would clearly be valuable to understand why some colleges have managed to increase retention rates significantly. As noted in section 3, we have commissioned a research study to answer this question. 
63. There are some significant differences in retention rates on long vocational courses by area of learning. For example, Annex 1 describes the differences for full level 2 courses. We intend to investigate the reasons for higher retention rates in some curriculum areas. 

Future prospects for success rate

64. A key issue is the extent to which success rates can be increased in future. Table 13 shows a decomposition of the success rate increases between 99/00 and 02/03.  The cells represent the contribution of that row to the headline increase; thus short courses form a little under half of all provision, so the increase of 7 points from a success rate of 69% in 00/01 to 76% in 01/02 leads to a contribution of 3.0 points to the headline increase.  The very large increase of 11 points in A level success rates for 16-18 year olds in the same year (and similar for adults) translates to a contribution of 1.1 points in table 13, because A levels form a relatively small proportion of all qualification aims.
65. When we decompose the increase in headline success rate in this way, we find that over three quarters of the increase from 99/00 to 02/03 is a result of higher success rates for short courses and for ‘A’ levels combined with a shift in provision mix to more short courses - Table 13.  
66. The pace of improvement in the short course and ‘A’ level success rates is slowing and is likely to slow further in future
. Recent policy initiatives such as the Skills Strategy suggest that short course provision is likely to fall as a proportion of total provision. Therefore, to increase headline success rate in future, colleges will need to make significant progress in improving the long vocational course success rate.
Table 13: Decomposing the success rate increase since 99/00
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Source: DfES analysis of LSC benchmarking data. Based on data for colleges and external institutions. 
Success rate performance gap

67. There is a perception that the headline success rate has increased because of a narrowing of the success rate gap between the ‘worst’ and ‘best’ colleges. This does not appear to be true – success rate improvement has been at the bottom and top end of the distribution. For GFECs and SFCs, the success rate gap between the top and bottom performing colleges (defined as the 90th percentile and 10th percentile respectively) has narrowed only very slightly over the period 98/99-02/03
. See Table 14.  Note though, that this hides more substantial variation for individual colleges.  Analysis in later paragraphs shows that only a small minority of those in the bottom decile are still there four years later.
Table 14: Success rate percentiles over time for GFECs and SFCs
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Source: DfES analysis of benchmarking data

68. Similar analysis for long course success rates reveals that the performance gap at GFECs for such courses has not narrowed at all. Looking below this level, the NVQ2 success rate gap actually widened – Table 15. The wide performance gap in NVQ success rates may indicate considerable scope for improving the performance of the poorer colleges, if appropriate policy interventions/incentive structures can be identified. 
Table 15: GFEC Distribution of Success Rate (%) - long NVQ2 and NVQ3  
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Source: DfES analysis of LSC benchmarking data (only includes colleges with more than 100 of the relevant qualification aim)

Achievement rate performance gap (all colleges)
69. The finding of a broadly stable performance gap initially surprised us because previous analysis of college achievement rates between 95/6 and 00/01 (for all college types) showed a significant narrowing of the performance gap
 - Table 16. 
Table 16: Achievement Rate Performance Gap 94/5 to 00/01 (all providers, old definition of achievement)
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Source: DfES analysis of ILR

70. This is consistent with achievement data since 98/9 on the new definition, which also shows a slight narrowing of the performance gap since 98/9.   
Table 17: Achievement Rate Performance Gap 98/9 to 02/03 (all providers, new definition of achievement)
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Source: DfES analysis of LSC benchmarking data

71. On reflection, this finding is perhaps not surprising.  The previous assumption had been that achievement rates at around 90% were close to a ceiling, and that rates were unlikely to get much higher than that, hence overall improvement occurred through the poorer performers closing the gap.  However, the upper end of the success rate range, taking retention rates into account as well as achievement, do not appear to be at a ceiling as yet, so improvements can, and clearly do, occur both among better as well as poorer performers.  We intend to investigate this in more detail. 

72. This gap analysis does not track individual providers over time – individual providers move up and down the performance distribution. When we do track colleges over time, we find that a number of colleges have been able to make significant improvements to success rates and that this is not a result of shifts in provision mix. Table 18 tracks the performance of the colleges in the bottom 10% for long course success rate in 98/99; only four of the bottom decile colleges in 98/99 (about a tenth of them) remain in the bottom decile in 02/3. Nine of the colleges (about a quarter of those in the bottom decile) have long course success rates above the median in 2002/03. 
Table 18: Bottom decile colleges (on long course success rate) in 98/99 and their position in 2002/03
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Source: DfES analysis of LSC Benchmarking Data

Variation in performance by institution type
73. We focus here just on performance differences between GFECs, SFCs and school sixth forms.  We first compare success rates for GFECs and SFCs;  we then compare achievement rates between school sixth forms (which do not have success rates) with those for GFECs and SFCs;  and finally we look at value added across all three institution types.
Success rates

74. The gap in success rates between GFECs and SFCs can largely be explained by provision type and prior qualification of students.  Other characteristics of learners in GFECs, such as motivation and social environment (sense of failure at 16, culture that is less positive to education) may explain much of the rest.

75. Table 19 shows a gap of 9 points in the headline success rates between GFECs and SFCs, 67% and 76% respectively.  Most of this gap is explained by the large difference of 21 points in 16-18 long courses, 57% and 78% respectively.  

76. For adult learners, long course success rates in GFECs and SFCs are similar (52% and 55%). Short course success rates are also similar in the two institution types (GFEC = 79% and SFC = 78%).
77. The gap of 21 points for long 16-18 courses is narrowed a little when you look at A levels and other long courses separately, with gaps of 13 and 18 points in turn.
Table 19: Success rates in 2002/03 by course type and age (GFEC and SFC) 

	
	
	Success 02/3
	Starts 02/3
	% starts

	Course type
	Age
	GFEC
	SFC
	GFEC
	SFC
	GFEC
	SFC


	Short
	All
	79%
	78%
	2,353,900
	94,300
	50%
	15%

	Long
	16-18
	57%
	78%
	883,000
	485,800
	19%
	78%

	
	Adult
	52%
	55%
	1,425,000
	46,700
	31%
	7%

	All courses
	All
	67%
	76%
	4,661,900
	626,700
	100%
	100%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	A level
	16-18
	67%
	80%
	248,700
	372,300
	5%
	60%

	Long - Non A level
	16-18
	53%
	71%
	634,300
	113,500
	14%
	18%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Long level 1
	16-18
	56%
	60%
	192,600
	12,500
	4%
	2%

	
	Adult
	55%
	55%
	546,400
	16,300
	12%
	3%

	Long level 2
	16-18
	52%
	69%
	265,000
	57,500
	6%
	9%

	
	Adult
	49%
	51%
	419,400
	14,300
	9%
	2%

	Long level 3 (inc A level)
	16-18
	61%
	79%
	394,600
	396,700
	8%
	63%

	
	Adult
	51%
	56%
	319,600
	11,800
	7%
	2%


Source: LSC Benchmarking data
78. The gap for 16-18 long courses between GFECs and SFCs can be largely explained by a combination of mix of prior attainment (students at SFCs have a higher average GCSE score on entry) and type of provision (SFCs contain a higher proportion of A levels with their higher success rates).  Table 19A shows that the original gap of 21 points (78% to 57%) reduces to 6 points once those two factors have been controlled.  
	
	 
	 

	Table 19A:  Explaining the gap in 16-18 long course success rates in SFCs vs GFECs, 2002/03


	
	percentage points

	
	
	

	Raw success rate difference
	21
	

	
	
	

	Controlling for prior qualification
	13
	

	
	
	

	& controlling for provision mix
	6
	

	 
	 
	 

	
	


Source:  Internal DfES analysis of benchmarking data
79. Amongst the factors leading to lower GFEC success rates for 16-18 year old A level students are the suggestion that students may try something else first and then come to GFEC having ‘failed’ or dropped out temporarily.  If true this would mean GFEC students would start at a later age.  Table 19B shows, a higher proportion of GFEC AS level qualifications (16-18) are taken by 17 and 18 year olds.  There are other possible factors, such as selective sixth forms which mean the poorer performers have to leave their 11-18 school and leave their peer group, which may affect motivation.  There are probably other factors too.
Table 19B: Distribution of ages for 16-18 year-olds taking AS levels in 2003/04 by college type
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80. Success rates are not currently available for school sixth forms as retention data is not collected for schools (it is possible that retention data will be collected by schools in future – but not until 2007). However, we can compare schools, SFCs and GFECs by looking at the schools achievement rate, defined as the number of exams passed as a proportion of the number of exams sat. Table 20 shows the schools achievement rate in 2002/03 for 16-18 year old A2 qualifications.   Again, note that controlling for prior qualification would reduce the remaining gap between GFECs, SFCs and sixth forms.
Table 20: A2 performance data for 02/3 by institution type (16-18 year olds)
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Value added for 16-18 year olds studying at level 3
81. Value added is a more sophisticated measure of performance which takes into account the individual student’s starting point. It is based on a strong relationship between prior attainment, as measured by average points at GCSE/GNVQ, and outcome, as measured by points at level 3. Note that in post-16 qualifications, value added is only currently available for young people studying at level 3. 
82. It should also be noted that VA looks only at results in exams entered. It tells us whether performance in terms of grade achieved is better or worse than expected; it ignores the important issue of retention. 
83. When we look at raw attainment scores for 16-18 year old students who are entered for level 3 exams, we find much higher average scores for school and sixth form college students, compared to GFEC students. This is shown in Figure 2. 

Figure 2: Average point score by candidates achieving GCE/VCE A/AS and Key Skills at Level 3 qualifications (2004 examination results)
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Note: based on UCAS points system: A=120; B=100; C= 80; D=60; E=40

84. In terms of raw attainment, the performance of sixth form colleges and schools is similar, with the ‘average’ student in each type of institution achieving 277 and 270 points respectively. This is broadly equivalent to BBC. Other FE Sector Colleges (mainly General FE Colleges) are a long way behind, with the ‘average’ student achieving 181 points (BC).  

85. It has been shown that prior attainment at level 2 is the single most important determinant of a 16-18 year-old’s performance in GCE/VCE A/AS level qualifications. We need to investigate whether differences in raw attainment scores by institution type are to some extent a result of differences in average prior attainment of student intake. It is possible that some institution types are able to attract higher ability students. 

86. This is in fact the case. In particular, GFECs attract a higher proportion of students with relatively low prior attainment at level 2. In Figure 3, we show the cumulative percentage of students below given prior attainment thresholds by institution type. 
Figure 3: Prior attainment of 17 year olds by institution type (2003)
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87. Figure 3 shows the proportion of 17-year olds (entering two or more GCE/VCE examinations) in FECs and maintained schools below given level 2 prior attainment thresholds. So for example, 75% of GFEC students have an average GCSE/GNVQ point score per entry below 6, compared to 53% of maintained school students and 58% of SFC students. (Note: an average score of 6 points is equivalent to an average of grade B at GCSE).

88. If we group students according to level 2 prior attainment, the ‘average’ student outcome at GCE/VCE for each prior attainment band is similar for schools and FE colleges. For most prior attainment bands, SFCs outperform maintained schools, which in turn outperform GFECs.  This is shown in Figure 4.    

Figure 4: level 3 outcome by prior attainment bands (by institution type) 
[image: image21.emf]FEC v Maintained Schools: Average GCE/VCE points (17 yrs old taking 2+ GCE) by prior 

attainment (2002/03) and institution type

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

4 4.25 4.5 4.75 5 5.25 5.5 5.75 6 6.25 6.5 6.75 7 7.25 7.5 7.75 8

GCSE/GNVQ average points per entry

GCE/VCE average points per entry

Sixth Form College

Maintained schools

GFEC


Note: GCSE points are allocated to grade as follows: A*=8; A=7; B=6; C=5; D=4; E=3; F=2; G=1. A level points are allocated to grade as follows: A=120; B=100; C= 80; D=60; E=40
Source: LSAD analysis of 2003 data in the DfES Bulletin on Student Progress between GCSE/GNVQ and GCE/VCE A/AS levels (Issue number 01/04, May 2004)

89. To better see the extent of the differences, in Figure 5 we graph the performance of colleges relative to schools. We show two lines: SFC minus schools and GFEC minus schools, ie the three lines have been standardised by subtracting the schools line, so the horizontal axis now represents the score for schools, and the upper and lower lines represent the difference between SFCs and GFECs respectively from schools.
Figure 5: College performance relative to schools 
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90. For most levels of prior attainment, an average SFC student outperforms an average school student by around 2 points per entry and an average GFEC student underperforms an average school student by around 3 points per entry.  So for a student with a given level of prior attainment doing a 3 ‘A’ level package, the sixth form college student’s VA score is about one third of a grade (i.e. 3 x 2 pts = 6 pts) better than a maintained school student, whose VA score is about a half a grade (i.e. 3 x 3 pts = 9pts) better than a general FE college student
. 

91. The value added analysis above is incomplete in the sense that it is looking at average points score and so ignores the volume of qualifications taken by students in different institutions. What it shows is that students with the same prior attainment tend to obtain slightly higher average points per entry if they attend a sixth form college than if they attend a school or GFEC. It says nothing about the number of exams that students in different institution types achieve. 
92. The differences in value added by institution type could be the result of differences in numerous factors by institution type, for example: 

· Learner characteristics (other than prior attainment) 

· Funding levels 

· Institutional effectiveness 

· Subject mix (it has been shown that the relationship between average prior attainment at GCSE and ‘A’ level grade varies by subject type) 
93. Finally, note that this analysis is based on 02/3 DfES data of individual student average performance. It is not based on actual institution VA scores. DfES/LSC are currently developing a measure of institutional value added which will take into account subject mix differences. This will give a more robust assessment of whether value-added varies systematically according to type of institution.  

iv) The Key Determinants of College Performance 

Key performance drivers: FE colleges
94. There is a large volume of evidence on what drives FE college performance. This is based on various methodologies, but tends to rely heavily on learner surveys. This summary attempts to draw out the key messages from that evidence
. 
95. The key factors impacting on performance appear to be: quality of teaching; quality of advice and guidance; systems of student support; and strong leadership/management. 

· Quality of teaching. Various aspects, but key is making lessons interesting and also providing individual help and support. Particularly important on vocational courses.

· Advice and guidance. Ensure that learners choose a course that is right for them and they understand the demands of the course. For younger learners, help in preparing to move on to a job or higher qualification is important. 

· Student support and motivation. Identification of student’s at risk of failure and effective support. Progress monitoring systems. 

· Leadership and management. It is difficult to pinpoint exactly what the key aspects of strong leadership are. The literature indicates that effective leaders possess the following qualities: good communication skills (with a clear vision that staff support and understand); self-aware; flexible; and adaptable. In addition, they have a high level of personal conviction and commitment to continuous improvement. There is also a view within the sector that the most effective leaders are able to influence the embedding of excellent teaching and student support through their curriculum knowledge and expertise. This indicates that an effective leader can influence the first three key areas above, possibly making strong leadership the key factor.  

96. The importance of these and other factors is confirmed in a recent report by OfSTED, a summary of which is attached at Annex 2. A key message from this report is the importance of high quality management information – and its use to develop a clear picture of performance throughout the institution. 
Key performance drivers: Schools

97. Quantitative analysis of schools data (a large number of studies in UK and elsewhere) has so far failed to identify the key drivers of school performance. One problem is the difficulty of finding good proxy variables for teacher quality, management quality etc – we have found a similar problem in quantitative analysis of what drives FEC performance.  Another problem in looking at school performance is that after correcting for pupil prior attainment differences, there is limited variation in school performance – prior attainment explains around three quarters of performance differences. 
98. Strong links have been found between the prior attainment of school pupils and socio-economic factors (deprivation, parents’ education etc). A possible conclusion from this is that policies for mitigating the effects of deprivation (e.g. after school clubs where pupils have access to computers etc) might have a significant impact on pupil performance.   

Competitive intensity 

99. We not have a clear picture of the impact of competition on college performance. There is some evidence that in areas where competition is intense, FE providers are less likely to charge fees, as providers are fighting to attract learners onto similar courses. We would expect this to impact negatively on quality. Strategic Area Reviews should reduce the extent to which this is a problem. 
100. A robust assessment of the impact of competitive intensity would require analysis along the following lines: 
· Identification of local markets and the number of providers within each market. This would need to take account of ‘travel to learn’ patterns.  

· For major programme types, the number of student places at each provider. 

· The demand/supply balance for each programme type – if there is under-supply of places, then intense competition (in terms of many providers running the course) may make little difference to quality. 

· Quality indicators for each programme type (by institution). 

· Price (fee) information for each programme type (by institution).  
101. There are currently no plans to commission analysis of this type. 

Inspection

102. Inspection reports contain a wealth of performance data. As well as an overall assessment, grades are awarded for management and leadership and teaching and learning by subject (Scale of 1-5: 1= Outstanding; 2 = Good; 3= Satisfactory; 4 = Unsatisfactory; 5 = Very Poor). 
103. GFEC inspection data indicates generally ‘solid’ performance – 143 of the 171 GFECs inspected to date have satisfactory or better leadership and management – Figure 6.

Figure 6: GFEC management and leadership grades (current inspection cycle) 
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Source: 171 GFECs inspected 01/2 – 03/4
104. However, the teaching and learning grades reveal pockets of poor provision (graded 4 or 5) at the majority of providers – 101 of the 171 GFECs inspected have at least one subject area with T&L grade 4 or 5.  
105.  A small number of GFECs have achieved excellence throughout the institution and this has not been at the expense of ‘harder to reach’ learners - see Annex 2.  
Annex 1: Detailed analysis of retention, achievement and success rates: long full level 2 courses
106. Following our finding that success rates for long vocational qualifications are improving very slowly, we looked more closely at retention, achievement and success rates for long vocational qualifications. We decided to base our analysis on long full level 2 qualifications, given their high profile as a result of the Skills Strategy commitment. We analysed retention, achievement and success rates for full level 2 qualifications between 2000/01 and 2002/03 by age (16-18 and adult) and area of learning (AOL). Figures for some areas of learning are excluded from the graphs because of a small numbers of qualifications. 

107. The number of qualifications in each AOL is shown below. In the figures below, we show success data for AOL with significant qualification numbers (>5,000). 
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Retention rates
Variation by AOL in 2002/03
108. The 16-18 retention rate shows considerable variation by AOL, with a range of 41% (construction) to 79% (ICT). 

Figure A1-1: 02/3 retention rate by AOL (16-18 year olds) 
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Note: Figures in brackets are number of qualifications in AOL 

109. The adult retention also exhibits considerable variation by AOL, with a range of 56% (retailing, customer service and transportation) to 81% (science and mathematics). 

Figure A1-2: 02/3 retention rate by AOL (adults) 
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Change 02/03 v 00/01

110. For 16-18 year olds, the retention rate increased from 67% in 00/01 to 68% in 02/03. 

111. In most AOL, there was little change between 02/3 and 00/01, with the following exceptions: 

· Construction:  - 11% points (from 51% to 41%)

· Health, social care and public services: +5% points (from 69% to 74%)

112. For adult learners, the retention rate increased from 60% in 00/01 to 62% in 02/03. 

113. In most AOL, there was little change between 02/3 and 00/01. 

Achievement rates
Variation by AOL in 2002/03

114. The 16-18 achievement rate shows considerable variation by AOL, with a range of 60% (construction) to 85% (visual and performing arts and media). 

Figure A1-3: 02/3 achievement rate by AOL (16-18 year olds) 
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115. The adult achievement rate exhibits less variation by AOL, with a range of 73% (construction) to 85% (hairdressing and beauty therapy). 

Figure A1-4: 02/3 achievement rate by AOL (adults) 
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Change 02/03 v 00/01

116. For 16-18 year olds, the achievement rate increased by 5% points from 70% in 00/01 to 75% in 02/03. 

117. The achievement rate in most AOL increased by around 5% points, with the exception of construction, where achievement fell by -8% points (68% to 60%)

118. For adult learners, the achievement rate increased by 11% points from 66% in 00/01 to 77% in 02/03. 

119. This average increase masks significant differences by AOL. For example, the “Retailing, customer service and transportation” achievement rate increased 18% points from 57% to 75%. 

Success rates
Variation by AOL in 2002/03

120. The 16-18 success rate shows considerable variation by AOL, with a range of 24% (construction) to 66% (visual and performing arts and media). 

Figure A1-5: 02/3 success rate by AOL (16-18 year olds) 
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121. The adult success rate also exhibits considerable variation by AOL, with a range of 41% (construction) to 58% (engineering, technology and manufacturing). 

Figure A1-6: 02/3 success rate by AOL (adults) 
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Change 02/03 v 00/01

122. For 16-18 year olds, the success rate increased by 5% points from 47% in 00/01 to 52% in 02/03. For the AOL success rates, there was some variation around this average increase. For example, construction fell 10% points from 35% to 24%. 

123. For adult learners, the success rate increased by 8% points from 40% in 00/01 to 48% in 02/03. For most AOL, the increase was close to +8% points.  

Annex 2: A summary of the Ofsted report: Why Colleges Succeed
Overview

124. The two parallel reports Why colleges succeed and Why colleges fail are based on evidence drawn from the inspections of 307 further education sector colleges carried out between April 2001 and June 2004 and 42 independent specialist colleges inspected from January 2002 onwards.

125. The 29 highly successful colleges constitute 8% of this total. They comprise 17 sixth form colleges, 9 general further education or tertiary colleges and three specialist institutions. All 29 colleges were awarded a grade 1 for leadership and management at inspection and have an average curriculum grade of at least 2.1. In all cases, financial management is excellent, as is value for money.

126. The colleges have the following inspectorate judgements in common: very good retention and pass rates; highly effective teaching; extremely successful learning; excellent support and guidance for students at all stages in their programme; an exemplary response to educational and social inclusion; outstanding strategic leadership and governance; consistently good curriculum management; rigorous quality assurance processes which include accurate self-assessment, a detailed and regular focus on classroom practice; and effective performance management of staff. 

127. All have a clear understanding of the particular nature of their mission and pursue its realisation single-mindedly. The success of their learners informs everything they do. 

128. While it would appear to be easier to achieve quality of this kind in a sixth form college, the general further education and tertiary colleges in the group illustrate that high quality need not elude institutions which are larger, more complex and more challenging. It is significant that all these colleges devote considerable energy to ensuring that they are inclusive communities.

129. The colleges are not restricted to affluent areas.
130. A significant common feature of all these colleges is that they understand the importance of investing in qualified specialist staff to whom they give ample opportunities for continuous professional development. 

Very good retention and pass rates

131. In all these colleges, retention rates for students are above the national average, sometimes remarkably so. Where, in previous years, there has been some less successful retention at particular levels, problems have been recognised and tackled, improvement has been swift and is being sustained.

132. Pass rates are uniformly good, usually very good. Students are enrolled on the right courses and their progress is carefully monitored. In all colleges, target setting, based on an accurate understanding of students’ prior achievement and future potential, is accorded high priority. In a majority of colleges, value-added systems demonstrate the significant progress made by students during their course of study. One GFE college which offers a large number of vocational courses, for which there are as yet no commercially available value-added systems, has developed its own, with similarly good outcomes.

133. Good retention and subsequent high pass rates are the result of rigorous and regular monitoring, self-critical analysis and speedy intervention where necessary. 

Highly effective teaching

134. Teaching is of very high quality in all these institutions. The learning and achievement of students are at the heart of teachers’ planning and are the central purpose of all classroom/workshop activity. Teachers plan on the basis of a detailed knowledge of their learners’ prior attainment and potential, acquired through initial assessment and induction and recorded in individual learning plans. 

135. In these colleges the regular monitoring of students’ progress is a key priority as is comprehensive feedback. The need to identify potential difficulties at an early stage in the year is well understood. 

136. The most distinctive characteristic of these very good teachers is that their practice is the result of careful reflection, of advance planning which predicts what might occur and which accommodates the particular needs of all their students whose strengths and weaknesses they know intimately. 
Extremely successful learning

137. Since teachers in these colleges are effective managers of learning, it follows that their learners usually display high levels of autonomy and self reliance, taking charge of what they are doing and demonstrating excellent study skills. They respond very positively to the high expectations set and to a context in which they are encouraged to think for themselves:

Excellent support and guidance for students at all stages in their programmes

138. In all these colleges support and guidance for students are at least good, often outstanding. A major strength is the rigour of initial guidance.

139. Enrolment is followed by effective and comprehensive induction, which usually includes assessment of all learners’ levels of literacy and numeracy and additional learning needs. A priority for these good colleges is to ensure that necessary support is set up speedily.

140. Great importance is also attached to tutorial systems which are well managed and consistently applied across the institution. Tutorials are also where regular progress reviews are carried out and short- and long-term targets set. All colleges take this aspect of their provision extremely seriously and ensure that personal tutors are as expert in this specialist work as are subject teachers. 

An exemplary response to educational and social inclusion

141. Almost all these colleges have a commitment to equality of opportunity and equity. For the GFE and tertiary colleges, this commitment frequently means reaching out to groups under-represented in further education. Such aims are common to most colleges in the sector. However, what marks out the GFE and tertiary colleges in this group is that widening participation is seen as an opportunity to raise standards, not as a threat to standards:

Outstanding strategic leadership and governance

142. The principal and senior managers are successful in creating a culture where students are at the heart of the college’s work. There is an unrelenting focus on students and their achievements, subscribed to by all staff. 

143. To ensure that the focus on students is retained, and that staff morale is high, these colleges are characterised by an open and consultative style. Without exception, communication in the colleges surveyed is a strength. Communication and consultation with staff help to create a culture in which staff morale is high. This shared vision is a critical prerequisite for success. 

144. What is also a consistent feature in these colleges is the very ‘hands-on’ approach of senior managers to the college’s core work.
145. Leaders and managers also set a framework where staff roles, responsibilities and accountabilities are clear. Staff and managers at all levels are clear about their functions, and responsibility is vested in them to make decisions. 

146. Another feature of all the colleges is their strong and effective governance. In each of the 29 colleges, governors play a significant role in providing strategic direction and monitoring the academic and financial performance of the college. Positive reports about the role played by governing bodies are perhaps the most consistent message emerging from this survey.
147. Both senior managers and governors have access to reliable data which they use to inform their planning and to monitor progress against strategic targets on a regular basis. Close interpretation of data is a central plank of college managers’ activity. The importance of this task cannot be overestimated. Senior managers and governors in high performing colleges ensure that they are kept fully briefed about the past, present and potential performance of their current students and of the courses which they are attending so that, if they need to intervene to keep things on track, they are able to do so authoritatively and effectively. 

Consistently good curriculum management

148. The same clear vision of the college’s purpose and the centrality of the achievement of students subscribed to by senior managers has been transferred seamlessly to all curriculum managers who have been given appropriate autonomy for the decisions within their departments. Accorded this level of trust, curriculum managers acknowledge and fully accept their accountability for the performance of staff and the achievement of their students whose needs are paramount.
149. Central to the good curriculum management encountered in these colleges is effective teamwork where teaching staff meet regularly and good practice is disseminated as necessary. There is support for struggling or newly qualified staff at departmental level.

150. As with senior management, curriculum managers make regular use of information data to monitor current performance and develop future strategy. As part of the quality assurance framework clear and precise target-setting, again based on reliable management information, is used at curriculum area and subject level to set challenging performance measures for staff and students alike. The use of such targets encourages high expectations among both students and staff. Indeed a constant feature of all these colleges is the self-aware and self-critical culture which permeates all areas of the curriculum, replicating the high standard set at senior level.

Rigorous quality assurance processes 

151. Not surprisingly, quality assurance processes are highly developed in the colleges in this group. Self-assessment is rigorous and reliable, and reflects the focus in the colleges’ strategies on students’ achievement and on the quality of teaching and learning. With judicious use of the highly efficient management information systems described above, course teams can make judgements on the quality of provision based on sound evidence. The process of self-assessment encourages critical self-reflection, both at an individual and a team level. 

152. Accurate self-assessment is premised on a rigorous internal lesson observation scheme. What is also taken for granted in these institutions is that the results of an observation will both inform that member of staff’s programme for continuous professional development and contribute to annual appraisal. 

153. All these colleges benefit from the services of well qualified specialist staff. The percentage of staff who are both qualified as teachers and who have qualifications in the subjects they are teaching is extremely high. In addition, the high value placed on staff development ensures that staff are given every opportunity to keep up-to-date and to enhance their existing skills. 

Conclusion

154. What singles out all these colleges is a realisation by their leaders that an educational establishment’s central purpose is to place the education and success of their learners at the heart of what they do. Self-evident as this may seem, less effective colleges can often give the impression of being organised primarily around the needs and sensibilities of staff rather than learners. No such confusion exists within these colleges. On the contrary, there is a clear and well-understood consensus that all aspects of the institution must be equally effective in contributing to the success of every learner. There can be no weak links, but simply a relentless drive for continuous improvement and a great deal of sharply focused and dedicated work. 








































































































































� The bulk of the work took place from September 2004 to May 2005. The analysis of success rates therefore relates to the period up to 2002/03, as 2003/04 data was not available. During May 2005 we did have access to provisional 03/4 success rate data, and we have made some use of this. All the success rate analyses will be rerun over the coming months using the final 03/4 success rate data (published today) and any changes to the conclusions in this report will be communicated more widely.  


� All the GLH analysis in this report is based on actual in-year GLH. Guided learning hours (GLH) are defined as all times when a member of staff is present to give specific guidance towards the course being studied on a programme. This includes lectures, tutorials, and supervised study in, for example, open learning centres and learning workshops. It also includes time spent by staff assessing learners’ achievements, for example in the assessment of competence for NVQs. It does not include time spent by staff in the day-to-day marking of assignments or homework where the learner is not present. It does not include hours where supervision or assistance is of a general nature and is not specific to the study of the learners.





� Note that vocational ‘A’ levels are included in the vocational category in this analysis. 


� We are unable to track the prior attainment of learners on vocational level 3 courses over time.


� A WP uplift is payable for a variety of reasons, but the most common is when a learner lives in a postcode which is relatively disadvantaged. In 02/3, 34% of FE learners received WP uplift, and 29% lived in WP postcodes. 


� Short course retention has reached 93% on provisional 03/04 figures and one would guess cannot go far above this. The short course achievement rate is 88% (03/4P) and would also seem to be closing in on some maximum value – presumably we cannot expect all learners to achieve. Assuming retention stays at about 93% and achievement increases further, say to 90%, this would give a short course maximum success rate of 84% (82% in 03/4P). 


� This analysis does not track individual providers – the colleges in the bottom/top 10% in 02/3, could be completely different from those in 98/99





� The achievement rate definition used here is different from the current definition used in deriving success rates


� Note that there is an element of conjecture here – as we are taking the average results per entry and assuming that we can go from this to a total points difference for a 3 ‘A’ level student.   


� Based on a variety of sources but drawing heavily from NAO report on FE Colleges (March 2001), LSDA report by Martinez (2001) and OfSTED reports on FE colleges (2004). 
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