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As the 2017 Further Education Week national league tables for the further education sector 
show, City College Plymouth continues to deliver excellence for the City’s students, enabling 
them to be successful in work and in life. This contributes positively to social and economic 
mobility and improved prosperity for individuals, employers and the local and regional 
community.  

In recent years, the College has played an increasingly central role in the educational, cultural 
and economic life of Plymouth - working closely with other education providers and our 
strategic partners to ensure that there is a wide range of learning opportunities within the City 
that are available to all. The College delivers opportunities for individuals and employers to 
upskill and re-skill for the future, and this means that we make a significant contribution to the 
economic prosperity of Plymouth and the surrounding area.  

We take this responsibility seriously and will 
continue to deliver high quality learning 
opportunities on the College campuses, in the 
workplace and in the community. The College 
offers professional and technical provision that 
enables our students to meet and exceed their 
aspirations, ensuring that each individual 
achieves to the best of their ability and we 
provide a ladder of opportunity for all 
students, enabling them to progress onto 
further learning and into employment. 
Students leave the College with a broad set of 
skills that prepare them for work and for life. 

Of course, the economic and social landscape, 
of which the College is an integral part, both 
locally and nationally, is changing. Therefore, 

we must continue to ensure that what we do, and how we do it, continues to evolve. However, to 
achieve this we need a Government of whatever political complexion to be bold and far-sighted 
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“We know that 
Plymouth presents 
tremendous 
opportunities for local 
people to develop 
their life aspirations 
and the College 
recognises that it 
must realise this 
potential.”



in their approach to the funding of the further education sector. There has been considerable 
press coverage of the somewhat controversial new national funding formula for schools.  

Despite the general ‘good news’ it portrayed for Plymouth’s schools and College, the heads of 
the seven associations which represent schools, sixth form colleges, and FE colleges in England 
have been working together to set out serious and longstanding concerns about the funding of 
16-18 education. This is not about whether Plymouth fares better overall than, for instance, 
Coventry (against which we fare much worse). Rather, the associations (including the Association 
of Colleges, the Grammar Schools Heads Association, the Sixth Form Colleges Association and 
the Association of School and College Leaders) have written to both the Secretary of State for 
Education and Minister for Women and Equalities and to the Chancellor of the Exchequer 
ahead of November’s budget, urging them to support an increase in funding of £200 per sixth 
form student. It is estimated that this would cost £244 million per year to implement, which is 
less than the money taken out of the 16-18 budget in recent years. It would be the first step to 
ensuring that young people have the education that they deserve and, indeed, that the country 
needs them to have to ensure future economic success.  

To put this in a College context, it often surprises people that compared to state-funded schools, 
colleges educate nearly twice as many 16-18 year olds. At City College Plymouth, the student 
population currently comprises approximately 11,000 students, of whom 3,500 are 16-18 year-
old students on full-time and apprenticeship programmes. So, the impact of additional 
investment for sixth-form age students studying at the College and local schools would be 
significant and could be used to improve:  

• Post-16 students’ study skills to enhance performance and provide the tools to succeed 
in higher education and employment 

• Students’ employability skills to help them flourish in the workplace 
• The careers advice available to students to ensure they make better choices when 

leaving post-16 education 
• The mental and physical health of students to increase their resilience and aid exam 

performance 
• The range of enrichment activities available to students to increase their social capital 

and aid social mobility.  

The national funding rate for 16 and 17-year-olds has been fixed at £4,000 per student since 
2013 and has not been adjusted to account for inflationary pressures or cost increases. As a 
result, there is a wide and ever-growing gap between the available funding to educate post-16 
students and the actual costs associated with delivering a high-quality curriculum.  

The recent commitment to invest £500 million in the new ‘T level’ qualifications is welcome, but 
will not impact upon all students. Without further investment, there will likely be additional cuts 
to courses, particularly STEM and languages, and class sizes will continue to increase. Plymouth 
has an ambitious Plan for Education, a well-articulated STEM strategy and a highly effective 
economic and skills planning infrastructure with accompanying detailed strategies and 
operational plans.  
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Many of these ambitions are articulated through the Plymouth Growth Board’s Learning and 
Talent Development Flagship and through the work of the Employment and Skills Board and the 
Plymouth Plan for Employment and Skills. These recognise some of the challenges that the City 
faces in terms of performance and there is concerted action across educational providers in the 
City, supported by local employers, the City Council and other stakeholders, to address these. 

Although there is general consensus that the education of young people, particularly at Key 
Stage 4, is critical to our commitment to improving the skills of the City’s younger population, as 
well as boosting productivity and improving social mobility. Somewhat perversely, funding 
drops by 21% when a young person reaches the age of 16 – the result is a real-time reduction in 
the number of hours of teaching and support that these students can benefit from. Post-16 
students are now only funded to receive half the tuition time as their counterparts in other 
leading economies.  

There is, I believe, no educational basis for this 
and it is in direct opposition to the Government’s 
requirement that young people participate in 
education and training until the age of 18. Access 
to a full programme of education and support is 
vital for social mobility - schools and colleges are 
united in the view that busy students are 
successful students. 

The current and long-standing funding pressures 
are adversely affecting social mobility. Data from 
the Department for Education indicates that just 
23% of A-level students from state schools and 
colleges progressed to the most selective 
universities in 2014/15, compared to 65% of 
students from the independent sector. This gap 
in progression rates between the state and 
independent sector has grown by six percentage points since 2008/09 and is only partly the 
result of exam performance. Funding cuts and cost increases mean that state schools and 
colleges have found it increasingly difficult to provide the range of non-qualification activities 
that are essential to raising students’ aspirations, increasing their confidence and providing 
social capital. While university trips, coaching for interviews, careers advice and wider 
enrichment activities (such as music, drama, sport and languages) have been cut in the state 
sector, they remain the hallmark of the student experience in the independent sector. The 
impact of this inequality on Plymouth’s young people is measurable, with the number of pupils 
progressing to higher education institutions falling short of England’s national average.  

For the City, therefore, there is a pressing need to address the chronic underfunding of 
mainstream post-16 education which the national funding formula simply does not address. The 
chronic underinvestment in post-16 education is bad for students, bad for our international 
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programme of 
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is vital for social 
mobility - schools and 
colleges are united in 
the view that busy 
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successful students.”



competitiveness and bad for social mobility. To ensure that schools and colleges can continue to 
transform the lives of young people, it is imperative that a modest increase to the national 
funding rate is made a priority. Failure to do so will mean that some of our current major 
challenges will remain problematic long into the future. These challenges include: 

• Productivity remaining stagnant with low GVA scores for the City and region 
• Social mobility continuing to be deeply problematic, with parental education and wealth 

still the major determinants of young peoples’ life chances 
• Regional inequalities in social and economic progress staying persistent, a problem 

acutely felt in our LEP area 
• The continuing weakness of the UK’s labour markets and the long-term lack of 

investment by some employers in skills 
• Continuing skills shortages which will inevitably limit economic growth; and 
• No improvement to the lives of those people who still live in poverty despite being in 

work. 

Although this article has so far focused on funding for younger students, it is clear from the 
above analysis that the crisis in the funding of adult education must also be addressed. The 
funding deficit in this area is so deeply problematic for our region and the wider economy that 
we ignore it at our peril. The absence of a mayor for the region means that we will not be 
getting a devolution deal for the adult skills budget. Even so, in recent years, colleges like mine 
have positioned ourselves at the heart of our communities, contributing to the region’s 
partnership strategies for growth and prosperity.  

At the same time, we have seen the College’s funding for adult education cut by over 40% since 
2010/11. We have seen the introduction of Adult Learner Loans; however, whilst City College 
has performed better than many other providers, many adults remain reluctant to take on the 
burden of debt. Combining this with what funding is left to support adults in education or 
training, the restrictions on their use means that a considerable number of colleges, including 
ours, are simply unable to use their allocations. This has meant that many thousands of our City’s 
adults have missed the opportunity to retrain, upskill or return to education over this period. 
Whilst the Government’s unrelenting focus on growth in apprenticeship provision is welcome, 
this cannot be at the expense of the other opportunities available for adults. 

The recently published industrial strategy unsurprisingly echoed some of the themes from the 
budget, recognising as it does the need to create ‘a technical education system that rivals the 
best in the world’ – and who could argue with that? Headlines included the establishment of a 
national retraining scheme, additional investment in construction and digital skills training, more 
funding for the teaching of mathematics, and the announcement that the full prospectus for the 
new Institutes of Technology (IoT) will be published shortly.  

Although all are welcome, they are fairly ad hoc initiatives which are unlikely to deliver major 
impact and simply fail to address the issue of core funding for 16-18 year olds. However, 
Plymouth will want to capitalise on each of these developments. In particular, the newly built 
Regional Centre of Excellence for Science, Technology and Mathematics at the College would 
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make an ideal IoT. It seems likely that our region’s planned submission for an IoT based around 
a joint Devon/Cornwall proposal will focus on the two key areas of advanced manufacturing and 
digital industries – both sectors where Plymouth has the largest concentration of successful 
businesses. 

Therefore, despite the budget and the industrial strategy not fully delivering on our core needs, 
City College continues to work tirelessly to impact upon the lives and prosperity of local people 
by raising aspirations and creating an environment which has enterprise and employability at its 
heart. We will continue to align ourselves and our provision with local and regional productivity 
plans and work collaboratively with partners to ensure that these are realised. Our ambition 
continues to be focused on empowering our students of all ages, staff and the businesses we 
serve by ensuring that they have the skills that they need to capitalise upon the challenges of an 
increasingly uncertain future.  

There is no doubt that the College has the capacity to make a major contribution to 
transforming the future prospects of the area and we remain ambitious for the College, the City 
and the region. But those aspirations will only be realised if colleges like ours are funded by the 
current and future governments at a level that allows us to deliver on our promises to our 
constituent communities, both young and old.  

Phil is Chair of the Livewell Foundation, a director of the Devon Chamber of Commerce, a 
trustee/director of a number of charitable and education organisations and is a member of 
various of the City’s and region’s economic, skills and other strategic forums. 
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PLYMOUTH  
White Papers
The Plymouth White Paper are an initiative by Luke Pollard MP. 
They are designed to provoke, inspire and challenge. The 
hope is that each set of white papers will contribute to the 
energy, direction and passion around Plymouth, our economy 
and campaigning.  

These white paper submissions have been written by people 
across Plymouth. They have been free to voice their own 
opinions and these are their own words. The white papers are 
designed to be political and challenge established thinking 
but they’re not designed to be party political.  

Want to get involved with a future white paper? Get in touch: 

Luke Pollard MP 
Labour and Co-operative Member of Parliament for Plymouth 
Sutton and Devonport 
luke.pollard.mp@parliament.uk 
01752 717255 
#LukeMP 
www.lukepollard.org 
facebook.com/LukePollard 
Twitter.com/LukePollard 

All contributors have given their work for free and no profit is 
made from this publication.  


