
 

 

 

 

Colleges and 2020 spending review 

Recommendation Sixteen 

 

Raising quality 

 

49. The spending review is the opportunity for a fresh DfE plan to raising the 

quality of the learning experience for young people by moving resources to the 

places they are needed most and away from areas of inefficiency or poor 

quality. This implies a change of approach as well as some redistribution. 

 

50. The independent Post-18 review panel argued for change when it considered 

the principles that should guide the system:  

 

“competition between providers has an important role to play in creating choice 

for students” but that on its own a market “cannot deliver a full spectrum of 

social, economic and cultural benefits” and “with no steer from government, the 

outcome is likely to be haphazard” .  

 

51. As in the health service where there is universal provision sitting alongside 

specialist facilities at different levels (including regional and national centres) so, 

in post-16 education, there should be a concerted effort to identify, protect or 

develop specialist and hyper-specialist provision alongside the standard courses 

necessary in all communities. There is no shortage of sixth forms offering the 

most popular A-level subjects but there is a need to ensure there is capacity to 

support key industrial sectors. 

 

52. At a time when resources in education are stretched, it is odd that DfE 

overlooks the fact that class sizes in school sixth forms average 11.5 and the 

offer in many is very narrow because of the small size of the cohort. Secondary 

schools use their pre-16 funding to cross-subsidise these smaller classes which 

represents a subsidy towards students from better-off families. There are many 

excellent school sixth forms but it is extraordinary that Regional School 

Commissioners, ESFA and councils tolerate so many small ones. In London 

alone (a city with excellent public transport), the Post-16 area reviews reported 

221 sixth forms with fewer than 200 students. Half of 11-18 schools in the 



capital have non-viable sixth forms and hundreds more across the rest of 

England are wasting funds on small class sizes while limiting the educational 

offer. Small sixth forms focus on the most popular A-levels and on lower cost 

BTECs. Fewer students take science, languages, engineering and digital courses 

than would be the case if there were fewer, larger sixth forms. 

 

53. Closing or merging school sixth forms, university technical colleges and studio 

schools would produce revenue and capital savings while improving quality and 

choice of courses. There is considerable duplication and there have been cases 

where DfE’s school team has spent time trying to find new sponsors for a weak 

academy trust rather than seek a solution involving the college next door. 

Corporately, DfE should be focusing effort and resources on post-16 centres 

which have the economies of scale to offer a breadth of courses, specialist 

subjects and high quality provision. The exact arrangement in different counties, 

towns and cities will vary but the aim should be a strong national network of 

high quality academic, technical and professional provision. 

 

54. At the same time, DfE should act to improve IT provision. One of the 

consequences of financial weakness has been that many colleges have 

struggled to maintain investment in their IT infrastructure. This means that 

many colleges have old hardware and dated software. An injection of capital is 

needed to put this right to ensure that students have the best resources and up 

to date operating environments. 

 

Proposal Sixteen.  Improving the quality of places of learning:  

DfE should maximise the value for the money spent on young people by providing 

capital funding for new places, by developing the IT infrastructure and by a targeted 

programme of reviews of school sixth forms to remove uneconomic and lower 

quality provision. 
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