
 

 

 

Colleges and 2020 spending review 

Recommendations Six to Eight 

A new deal for skills 

22. There are 2.2 million full and part-time adult students receiving £2.3 billion of 

public funding compared to over £8 billion committed in student loan write-

offs and teaching grant to support 1.2 million undergraduate students. Annual 

public funding per university student averages £6,600 compared to £1,050 for 

adults in further education The Independent Panel for the Post-18 review 

described this as a large under-investment in skills given the sector’s 

importance for the country’s future economic success. 

23. The budgets for adult education and skills are also fragmented. In addition to 

the £1.3 billion allocated to the adult education budget, there is £440 million in 

advanced learner loans, £150 million in European Social Funds, and £40 million 

in National Retraining Scheme spending deployed across three different 

projects. On top of this, there is £2 billion for apprentices from age 16 upwards.  

24. A few months before the pandemic, the government was elected on a 

manifesto with an ambitious agenda to make Britain the best place to start and 

grow a business, to foster innovation, to support working families, to revive our 

towns, to support rural life and coastal communities, to fix the immigration 

system, strengthen the NHS, make the country safer, deliver the housing people 

need and fight climate change. All these objectives are still valid, and all require 

appropriately skilled people. For the government to achieve its different aims, 

businesses and public services across the economy will need more people with 

the right skills. The government also wants to level up skills in every part of the 

country. Doing this will improve the attractiveness of places for investment 

which, in turn, will spread prosperity and help more people improve their lives. 

25. The skills system in England has many strengths including strong institutions, 

good systems for measuring and improving performance plus flexibility in 

adapting learning and training content to economic need. There are some 

significant challenges which government needs to address to make progress 

with its plans. Participation in adult education and training has fallen at all 

qualification levels (below degree level). The number of adults taking a funded 

non-apprenticeship course has fallen by two-thirds. Only one in three adults 

self-report any participation in learning (the lowest level in 22 years). 



Participation in basic English and maths provision is falling. Meanwhile the 

number studying higher and intermediate technical courses is lower than 

desirable given current skills shortages and those that can be predicted given 

retirements and economic change. Those who do participate are far more likely 

to be well-educated and better off. The poorest adults with the lowest 

qualification levels are the least likely to access adult training despite being the 

group who might benefit most. 

26. HM Treasury, DfE and other departments needs to work up detailed budget 

plans in the 2020 spending review but should consider increasing overall 

spending on skills: so that it keeps ahead of multiple pressures including 

inflation, the growth in the working-age population, greater employer demand 

resulting from lower EU migration and the desirability of levelling up 

achievements by people and in places that are being bypassed by large 

employer apprenticeship spending. 

27. There is also a need to consider the purpose of the adult education budget, 

which is focused mainly on basic and intermediate skills and is partly devolved 

to eight mayors and combined authorities. Whether this is so in future depends 

in part on what is decided with the National Skills Fund (see above) but there is 

a clear need to increase numbers of lower paid workers on courses and 

numbers taking the new digital skills entitlement. DfE and the combined 

authorities should increase the funding rates for all courses to reverse the 

freeze on rates which has been in place for a decade. The rate should then be 

increased annually in line with education inflation while considering higher 

increases for economically valuable courses.  

28. AoC undertook research into adult curriculum costs in April 2020. Adult funding 

rate are now well below that of 16-19 programmes, in spite of the fact that 

delivery of adult programmes are often the same as for 16-19. College income 

for adult provision differs based on how many learners are fully funded versus 

those that are co-funded plus those that are fee paying. AoC’s research looked 

at costs for 15 course categories (including technical courses in different 

subjects, basic skills, GCSE resits, English for Speakers of Other Languages) and 

used data from colleges to work out actual, average and maximum class sizes; 

typical student mix and staffing profiles (for example whether support staff are 

used). The report shows that course characteristics and funding levels mean 

that some courses are underfunded in every scenario. 

29. There is a particular need to develop new places at level 2 to support 

progression into apprenticeships and to increase training activity at level 2 to fill 

skills gaps previously covered by inward EU migration.  



30. Finally, the adult education budget also has a role in supporting integration 

through the English Language. Fluency in English helps people find work, 

ensures people can participate in community life and reduces the risk of 

loneliness, segregation, and exploitation. Data from the 2011 Census showed 

that 844,000 people living in England (1.6% of all residents) did not speak 

English well or at all.  

Proposal Six:  Skills budget 

HM Treasury should increase overall spending on skills so that the budget keeps 

ahead of (a) inflation (b) the growth in the working-age population (c) the costs of 

delivering high quality education (implying higher funding rates) and (d) the need to 

increase provision for people and places that are bypassed by current spending on 

universities and apprenticeships. 

Proposal Seven: National Skills Fund 

DfE should develop a plan for the National Skills Fund which focuses on higher 

technical education in colleges to ensure that they are used in all parts of the country 

and for economically valuable skills. 

Proposal Eight: Funding for growth sectors: 

There should be selective DFE interventions to support sectors where there is 

potential for growth, including (a) higher programme cost weightings (b) subject 

premiums (c) funding for equipment and buildings (d) full funding at adults over 25 

taking Level 3 study 
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