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Secretary of State

The Rt Hon John Denham MP

6 September 2007

Dear Colleague

I wrote to you in July to introduce myself and the new Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS).  I’m writing now to mark the new academic year, set out some of my key priorities and, in particular, to ask you to ensure that your learners have access to the support and information they need to succeed.  

In the past year, results have been very impressive across the country; we have more young people in learning than ever; and many of you have exceeded the targets set.   This stands us in good stead for the challenging national targets ahead.  I wish to take this opportunity to thank you and your staff for your commitment and hard work.  

We need and want all our learners to succeed, and we have set high targets in our Leitch Implementation Plan for 2020 – for example, over 90 per cent of adults with at least a level 2; more than 40 per cent with a higher education qualification; and 500,000 people a year in Apprenticeships in the UK. 

Support for Learners

I know you will agree with me that all learners, no matter their background or aspirations, deserve good information, support and encouragement.  We must not, for example, let finance, the lack of information or poor advice prevent people from studying for the qualifications they need.  I find when I meet students and those thinking of enrolling that these issues are a real concern to them (particularly to those from a disadvantaged background) and that they very much welcome advice and support.  

Therefore I am writing to ask you to ensure that your students, particularly EMA recipients, know of the support available to them, and that they can easily access the information they need through your intranets and external websites and in one-to-one meetings with your advice and guidance teams. 

In particular, it is important that students are advised about higher education and the opportunities it can open for individuals.  In July, I announced a number of improvements to the higher education student support package, and in particular an extension of grant for living costs, so that one third of HE students will be eligible for the maximum grant which will reach £2,835 in 2008/09; and a further third will benefit from a partial grant.  We will be delivering a high profile campaign to highlight the package, and as part of that we are currently sending a postcard to all EMA recipients in 2007 inviting them to find out more about the higher education student finance package, and offering follow-up advice through Connexions Direct. From next year, we will also be able to offer new EMA recipients from September 2008 onwards a guarantee of the financial support they would get if they progress into HE.

I would ask that you place basic information on the higher education student finance package on your college intranet system, with a direct and prominent link to www.direct.gov.uk/studentfinance, where students can find more detailed information. I would also ask that your advice and guidance teams make sure that young people from lower income backgrounds, particularly those in receipt of EMA, are given individual advice about the extra help that could be available to them if they progress into higher education.

Full information about financial and other support for students is also available on other pages of Directgov (www.direct.gov.uk/) and through the learndirect  (www.learndirect.co.uk/) and nextstep (www.nextstep.org.uk/) services.  I would be especially grateful if you could ensure that all new and prospective students are also directed to this information through your intranets, external websites and through your advice and guidance functions. Indeed I very much hope, alongside Ministerial colleagues, to be visiting FE colleges in the autumn and talking to those students likely to benefit.
Priorities for the Year Ahead

I would also like to take this opportunity to say a little about the key priorities for further education.  The FE system is a key player in meeting the challenges laid out by Lord Leitch.  No other part of our national system has its range or capacity.  It operates across society, and has a real impact on the lives of people from disadvantaged backgrounds and minority communities.  

The roll-out of the 14-19 Diplomas provides a further opportunity to engage and motivate young people in learning.  The specialist facilities and skills of your staff will be essential to successful delivery and I would like to see you all involved in a 14-19 partnership and offering Diplomas (where successful in the Gateway) to young people in your area.

In the round, we have a comprehensive and well-advanced reform programme for FE. The Further Education and Training (FET) Bill will give this legislative backing and we will shortly consult about implementing the proposals in the Machinery of Government Statement. 

I know that many of you have questions about future arrangements for FE funding and delivery and I do not underestimate the changes ahead.  I assure you that we want to make the transition an easy one for our partners and the system and we have placed a brief about this on the DIUS website (www.dius.gov.uk), which we will update regularly.  In this context I am pleased that work on self-regulation is going forward.  A sector which takes responsibility for itself offers the best chance for achieving our goals.   

Our priority remains the creation of a truly demand-led, responsive system.  This will mean that the proportion of public funding routed through Train to Gain and Skills Accounts will increase significantly and that FE will engage more fully with its learners and local employers.  It is crucial that all colleges and providers recognise the significance of this shift in the way we intend to support learning.  

We have asked the Quality Improvement Agency and its partners to review the National Improvement Strategy, so that its services and products give you the support you need to develop your capacity to thrive and succeed in the new demand-led environment. 
I am copying this letter to Ed Balls, Secretary of State for Children, Schools and Families, and to our national partners.  I have written in similar terms to the Association of Learning Providers asking it to pass my message on to work-based providers.  

May I take this opportunity to wish you, your colleagues and students the very best for the new academic year.  I look forward to meeting as many of you as possible in the coming months and to hearing your views.
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