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REPORT TO CABINET



17 July 2007

TITLE OF REPORT: 
Fees and Charges Policy – Adult Learning Courses
  
REPORT OF: 
Maggie Atkinson, Group Director, Learning and Children
  

Purpose of the Report 

1. The purpose of this report is to ask Cabinet to recommend Council to approve changes to the Council’s fees and charges policy for adult learning.  

Background 

2. The Council provides learning courses for over 7,000 adults throughout the Borough. Courses are at various levels with a particular emphasis on support for people taking the first steps back into education, often many years after leaving school and vocational training.

3. Whilst the LSC continues to support community-based adult learning through the Personal Development and Community Learning funding stream (£390k per annum), the contract is accompanied by the expectation that the Council should raise its own funds to contribute to the costs of such courses. This effectively creates a funding partnership between the Council and the LSC with both parties contributing to the costs of courses.
4. In 2005, the Council adopted its first fees and charges policy. It stipulated that certain courses would be provided free of charge, but a charge would be made for courses considered to be for leisure purposes and programmes not contributing to national targets, for example NVQ level 2 learners. The basic charge for the academic year 2006/07 is £1.60 per hour and an 80p per hour concessionary rate.  It is necessary review this charge for the academic year 2007/08.

5. The Councils current charging policy complies with the LSC’s contractual requirements for free programmes in the priority areas of the LSC. For example, first NVQ level 2 qualifications, Family Learning or Skills for Life courses, which would be solely funded by the LSC.
6. The current charging policy does not appear to have a detrimental effect on the general participation by adults that are already engaged in learning. However, there are two areas where the policy could be more flexible: 

· Charging has acted as a disincentive to new learners from the most disadvantaged communities. The remission of charges on courses funded through “Neighbourhood Learning in Deprived Communities” (NLDC) programmes would address this.

· Charging is also having a detrimental effect on IT learning. It is estimated that nationally 25% of the adult population do not have basic IT skills and cannot take advantage of the opportunities of online communications. The incentive of free “first step” taster IT programmes will help to meet the Gateshead 2030 vision of Internet access for all.

7. Young people below the age of 16 are occasionally attracted to adult learning programmes. The Council does not receive funding for the participation of young learners on adult programmes, and would be challenged to meet ever more stringent child protection legislation within an adult environment. It is necessary therefore to apply a minimum age of 16 for this provision.

8. As the main funding body, the LSC requires the Council to have a charging policy. The policy will enable the continuing development of an inclusive, exciting and engaging adult learning offer by the Council.

Proposal 

9. That the current Charging Policy is amended in the following ways:

· That programmes developed specifically to attract learners from deprived neighbourhoods through the NLDC fund should be free of charge.

· That first step taster programmes in IT should be offered free of charge. 

· That the basic charge rate is increased to £1.80 per hour, and to 90p per hour for concessions.

· The minimum age for learners on generic adult learning programmes is set at 16.   
The revised policy is set out in full in Appendix 2 to this report.


Recommendations

10. It is recommended that the Cabinet recommend the revised fees and charges policy for Adult Learning (as attached) to Council for approval, to be implemented from 1 August 2007.


For the following reason:

(i) To ensure that the Council complies with the contractual requirements of its major funding body for adult learning.

(ii) To enable the continuing development of an exciting, inclusive and engaging adult learning offer by Gateshead Council.

CONTACT:  
Kevin Pearson Tel 8652
PLAN REF: 2134

APPENDIX 1


Policy Context 

1. The proposals in this report meet the key outcome from Vision 2030 of ‘Local people realising their full potential, enjoying the best quality of life in a healthy, equal, safe, prosperous and sustainable Gateshead’.

Background

2. The Council’s Adult Learning offer provides residents with a wide range of opportunities to improve their education and skills. Delivery is split into four areas:

· Family Learning 

Family Learning makes significant improvements in parents’ abilities to help their children. Family Learning encourages adults who have not engaged in learning since leaving school to return to learning for the benefit of their child. This grade one quality provision aims to encourage family members to learn together. Activities are held in schools, children’s centres, community centres, family centres and libraries.

· Skills for Life 

Skills for Life deliver literacy and numeracy teaching which focuses on employees and adults in disadvantaged circumstances. More than 95% of learners on skills for life programmes gain a qualification and the unit was recognised by the Adult Learning Inspectorate as one of the best in the country with a grade one.

· Vocational Learning 

Vocational Learning meets the needs of a changing and developing workforce. Gateshead Council delivers a vocational training programme for Council staff and local businesses. Programmes are delivered through national vocational qualifications (NVQs) in Health and Social Care, Teaching Assistant, Team Leading, IT and Customer Service.

· Wider Community Learning 

Wider Community Learning meets the need of local communities through using learning to ensure better health and levels of wellbeing by increasing learners’ self awareness, confidence and capabilities. Wider community learning develops social cohesion through citizenship and volunteering within communities. The charging policy has greatest effect in this area of learning
3. The Council receives the majority of its funding for adult learning from the Tyne and Wear Learning and Skills Council (LSC). Several contracts are awarded to the Council annually. The total annual funding exceeds £1.4m.

4. The LSC implements the Government’s priorities for adult learning as described in the Skills Strategy 2005 and the Leitch Review in 2006. They are Skills for Life (adult literacy and numeracy) courses that lead to a qualification at NVQ Level II (equivalent to five GCSE passes at A*-C grades), vocational qualifications and courses for 16-19 years olds.

5. The implications of the priorities are far-reaching. It is clear that community based learning for its ‘own sake’ is not a key priority. Over the last two years there is considerable pressure to move adult learning provision from community settings to vocational delivery. This has benefited the Council through the delivery of training for staff; however it has reduced the amount of provision in community settings.

6. Community learning in Gateshead has been characterised by the support it has provided for ‘fragile’ learners, often lacking the confidence needed to make early and significant educational progress. Many learners who have benefited from the Council’s programmes refer to ‘life-changing’ experiences.

7. Whilst the LSC continues to support community-based adult learning through the Adult and Community Learning funding stream (£390k per annum), the contract is accompanied by the expectation that the Council should raise its own funds to contribute to the costs of such courses. This effectively creates a funding partnership between the Council and the LSC with both parties effectively contributing to the costs of courses.
8. In 2005 the Council adopted its first fees and charges policy. It stipulated that certain courses would be provided free of charge, but a charge would be made for courses considered to be for leisure purposes. The basic rate for 2006/07 is £1.60 per hour and 80p per hour concessionary rate.

9. The introduction of charges does not appear to have had a detrimental effect on participation in generic community adult learning. In the year ending July 2006 7307 adults enrolled on programmes in comparison to 7019 learners in the year ending July 2007. The effect of running longer more expensive vocational programmes with a finite amount of funding has led to an overall reduction in learner numbers a trend that will continue without an increase in funding. The learner numbers on programme meet the LSC’s participation target. However, there is no data to ascertain the numbers of people deterred by the charges.  

10. The current fees do not recover the actual costs of providing courses. Costs are incurred for premises, tutors, administration and accreditation. A true cost-recovery price would be closer to £7 per hour, without making any concessions.

11. For learning provision that is delivered through vocational programmes in the work place a market led funding policy is applied. 

12. For programmes that are delivered without LSC subsidy a more flexible charging policy is applied. The capacity to raise the actual costs support the continuing development of innovative adult learning and allows the Council to deliver beyond the LSC subsidy.

13. The Council’s community curriculum is continuously developing. In 2006/07 a new nationally recognised qualification in Creative Skills was delivered to 200 learners.  First time programmes for Gateshead Council Adult Learning in Community Settings included fused glass design, Greek, drug awareness, garden design and pilates. 
14. The Council’s vocational learning has increased with new NVQ programmes being delivered. In 2006-07 242 NVQs were delivered in areas such as team leading through the Institute in Leadership and Management, Customer Services and Business & Administration.
15. Neighbourhood Learning in Deprived Communities (NLDC) attracted 632 learners in 06-07.  Programmes target disadvantaged communities who have low participation in adult learning. The programmes are developed with Council services and partner organisations to ensure attractive learning opportunities for targeted communities, for example IT provision for people with visual impairment in partnership with Sight Services, programmes for the Afro-Caribbean community and Jewish women through Bensham Grove Community Centre. NLDC funding has also allowed the development of programmes for people with learning disabilities including independent travel courses and entry to employment programmes in partnership with the Council’s Learning Disability Services. A partnership with the Lawnmowers, a theatre group run by people with learning disabilities developed a programme that developed desktop publishing skills that enables the organisation to develop publicity material in-house. A partnership with the Sage Gateshead delivered the ‘Musical Bumps’ programme in Felling, a multi agency programme that combines singing, yoga and anti-natal care for pregnant women.

  Consultation

16. Consultation has taken place with organisations delivering adult learning courses on behalf of the Council.  The Cabinet Member for Children and Young People has been consulted.

  

Alternative Options

17. To mainline fund the Council’s adult learning provision. 

  

Implications of Recommended Option 

18. Financial Implications - The Strategic Director, Finance and ICT confirms that the additional revenue will contribute towards the cost of providing courses.

19. Risk Management Implications - That the increase in fees has a detrimental effect on participation in learning. Termly data reports will ascertain the impact on learner numbers of the proposed changes.

20. Human Resources Implications   - None

21.
Equality and Diversity Implications - Not applying fee free programmes for introductory IT and Neighbourhood learning in deprived communities will hinder the capacity of the Council to engage with hard to reach groups and individuals. 

22. Crime and Disorder Implications 
None

23. Sustainability Implications - The proposal is intended to support the sustainability of community-based adult learning in Gateshead.

24.      Human Rights Implications - None
24. Ward Implications - All wards

Appendix 2

Gateshead Council Fees and Charges Policy 

Community Based Adult Learning Courses

August  2007
1. Free Courses
The following courses are free for everyone:

a. Family Learning Courses.

b. First full Level 2 qualifications.

c. English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL courses).

d. ‘Skills for Life’ courses.

e. Courses for 16-19 year olds.

f. First step taster courses in IT

g. Delivery to hard to reach learners through the Neighbourhood learning in Deprived Communities Fund

2. Courses with Charges
a. All other courses have a charge applied. The fees policy is based upon a charge of £1.80 per hour for learning at full price. Fee remission is applied to support learners on low income. Charges cover the costs of the course and any accreditation fees (first accreditation only)

b. From time to time, some courses may be charged on the basis that the full costs are recovered.

3. Fees policy for learners on courses where charges apply
Fees apply to all courses outside of the categories above, broadly courses that represent ‘learning for its own sake’.

a. Free
Learning is free to people who fulfil the below criteria:
i. 16-18 year olds in full or part-time education.

ii. Unemployed people who get jobseekers’ allowance.

iii. Unwaged dependants of those listed above (as defined by the Benefits Agency)

iv. Asylum seekers who get the equivalent of an income-based benefit, and their dependants.

v. People who get income-based benefits: Council Tax Benefit (not single person’s 25% discount), Housing Benefit, Income Support, Jobseekers’ Allowance.
If in receipt of Working Tax Credit, or Guarantee Credit or Savings Credit or elements of the Pensions Credit, learners may also qualify for a concession. Learners will need to ask at the learning centre for more details and bring an award notice with them at the time of enrolment.
Learners claiming Child Tax Credit or the Savings Credit will not be eligible for fee remission unless they are in receipt of another income-based benefit. Only those learners in receipt of Working Tax Credit or the Guarantee Credit with a household income of less than £15,050 will be eligible for fee remission. The required evidence is provided on pages 1 and 2 of the award notices. Please note - Incapacity Benefit is not income related so it does not qualify for a concession.

b. 50% Reduction
50% reduction if over 60-years at the date on which the course begins
c. Full Price
For people under 60 who do not qualify for a concession
4. Getting a discount or concession
If learners qualify for a discount or concession, they must bring evidence on enrolment, e.g. a benefit book, NUS card or proof of age.

5. Charges
The fees policy is based upon a charge of £1.80 per hour for learning at full price, or 90p per hour for over 60s. Charges cover the costs of the course and any accreditation fees (first accreditation only)

6. Refund Policy 
A full refund will be offered if a course is cancelled before it starts. For example, because of a lower than expected number of enrolments the usual minimum number is 11 learners.
If a course closes after five week, a partial refund will be offered. Apart from this refunds will only be offered for medical or employment reasons. A doctor’s note or a letter from an employer will act as proof.

7. Closure of classes
Classes will be closed if reasonable attendance is not maintained

8. What is included in the costs?
All prices include the cost of the course and any accreditation where appropriate, (the accreditation costs are for the first accreditation only).
This is a delivery cost for the course so equipment and materials may not be included. Costs will be explained at the time of enrolment and explained on course information sheets.

9. Examination Fees
The cost of the first examination (or accreditation) is included in your course fee. However, if a learner does not sit the exam, and does not have a good reason for not sitting it, then the Centre may decide to charge for the examination fee. This will be made clear when the exam entries are being submitted. Charges will also be made for extra exams or resits.

10. CRB Checks
If a course involves working with children or vulnerable adults, a police clearance check will be carried out. There may be a charge for this.

11. Learner Support 
Learner support is available for people with disabilities, learning difficulties, literacy, language or numeracy needs.

12. Responsibility of learners who gain financial assistance
If a learner receives financial assistance but decides to leave before the course ends, then money may have to be repaid.

13. Adult Learners
To participate on generic adult learning courses you must be aged over 16 on the first day of the programme
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