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Overview

Sandwell College is one of the fastest growing colleges in the Black Country and West Midlands with record numbers enrolling for College courses and apprenticeships. Students are from a natural catchment area with relatively low numbers from outside these areas and with fewer than 15% of students travelling to the College from the three other Black Country local authority areas.
Sandwell College, whilst in the Black Country review, does not see itself as necessarily solely a ‘Black Country college’ (approximately one third of its core cohort of young people is from Birmingham). The College has effective relationships with Birmingham colleges and universities, as well as its traditional Black Country partners. The College is increasing its relationships with Birmingham City Council and undertakes some delivery in Birmingham. Sandwell College is a member of the Birmingham Chamber of Commerce as well as the Black Country Chamber. 

The College has achieved an ambitious transformational relocation to new £100m+ facilities: Central Campus and Central Sixth Centre; the latter following a strategic and economically beneficial partnership with Sandwell Council. Over the last two years a rationalised curriculum has been delivered into these two state of the art centres. The previous poor facilities have been disposed of and in their place is a local Careers College for Sandwell and West Birmingham students.
Sandwell College has seen other transformational change - an outstanding turnaround in financial performance and significant improvements in the quality of provision. The College is now a very strong, well led and effectively governed institution.
Continuous improvement is the theme that is driven forward by the Board of Governors, management and staff of the College. Quality continues on an upwards trajectory (Ofsted ‘Good’ grade, from ‘Requires Improvement’). The College has addressed the financial challenges facing the sector, taking the actions needed to reduce costs, for example low relative staff costs (c60%) and strong group sizes (20 average). Solvency continues to improve with high cash profits being generated and projected. Diversification is central to the College’s strategic ambitions, with commercial income being secured through advanced negotiations to merge with a private training provider, which will add approximately £5m to the College’s revenue.  The provider offers a range of apprenticeship and commercial training. The College intends to maintain the merged company and potentially reverse engineer its own apprenticeship provision into that entity.  The benefits of this approach are that the company has expertise and agility in employer engagement; in the new apprenticeship system it will be relationships directly with employers that are key. Such a forward thinking model will strengthen the College’s ability to play an increasing role in growing the number of local apprenticeships.  

The combination of good quality, excellent resources, ease of access through public transport, a re-engineered  learner journey and a clear strategic vision for the College has  resulted in exceptionally strong year-on-year growth in student numbers. 
The institution is ‘Sandwell’s College’ working in true partnership with Sandwell Local Authority to play a wider role in the improvement of education locally, and increasing our engagement with Birmingham City Council. As part of its strategic vision, and approved by the Regional Schools Commissioner, the College’s vision is to be more than a college by creating an educational group, sponsoring academies through a multi academy trust (MAT), ‘Forward Through Learning’. The MAT will provide a through pathway for learners in an area with poor 11 to 16 attainment and progression into HE. The College’s natural travel to learn links with Birmingham means the College’s presence is increasingly seen as a high performing ‘academic centre’ - an alternative to which is not offered by the FE colleges in central Birmingham or by underperforming small school/academy sixth forms within the College’s catchment area.

Forward Through Learning will enhance educational opportunities in the borough and the learning community in West Birmingham and will facilitate the following:

· Improved sixth form performance - the College will use the range of its provision to offer shared resources to the schools joining the trust with 6th form provision.

· Enhanced pathways to its schools directly by ensuring effective access to appropriate CIAG including traineeships and apprenticeships.

· Quality assurance and quality improvement in education – the potential to drive standards at KS4 and address many of the issues facing the College resulting from school attainment.

· Significant savings - the College has experienced and highly qualified support staff who will be able to provide at cost services to our academies thus spreading College overheads across the ‘group’. The College will be effectively reducing its own costs due to a wider activity base.

Brief description of College

Sandwell is a medium-sized, but growing, general further education college with approximately 8,000 students. There are 3,500 full time students, approximately 150 higher level learners and nearly 1,000 apprenticeships with the remaining students on full cost, adult and community learning. The largest number of these learners study on level 3 programmes, whereas the largest number of adults study on level 2 programmes. About one eighth of learners are apprentices, mostly at intermediate and advanced level.

The College provides a range of programmes from entry level to higher education in all fifteen sector subject areas. The largest areas are Health and Care; Engineering, Digital and Creative, Business and Leisure. Employment opportunities locally include a wide range of services such as Health Care, Tourism, Hospitality, Retail and a strong industrial base including Engineering and Construction. 
The College enjoys an excellent working relationship with Sandwell Metropolitan Borough Council both strategically and operationally. The College has already developed a concordat to develop its academic centre (Central Sixth) and is completing a formal partnership agreement to work with the Council on school and wider educational improvements. In 2015, the Council agreed to merge its apprentice training arm, ‘Future Skills’ into the College. Both parties are now in advanced discussions to transfer adult education and/or Connexions services to the College. The total funding transfer including Future Skills is expected to exceed £3m of revenue per annum.

The College also enjoys an excellent working relationship with key employers, especially in areas of specialism including:
Health and Childcare: Leighswood Children's Centre; Bridge Court; Little Stars Day Nursery; Queen Elizabeth Hospital; Hilltop Lodge Nursing Home; Pathfinder Healthcare; Phoenix Collegiate Academy; Action For Children; Caribbean Resource Group; BUDS Engineering and Automotive: Trac Tooling (Chromalloy Group)
Creative Industries: Creative Alliance; West Bromwich Albion Academy; Wolverhampton Arts and Heritage Service; Birmingham Rep; Birmingham Royal Ballet; Birmingham Hippodrome; Sandwell Music and Arts Service; Sandwell Council Arts Service; ICA London; Warner Brothers; Harman Technology; Frame Organisation; Buzz Barbers; Steiner Ships.

Business and Computing: City Computers, Eagle Security, Cartridge World, Excellent Computer Lab, Darwa Games; Chamber of Commerce; Immigration Service; Citizens Advice; Sandwell Council; Brook.

The College works with a number of employers to deliver apprenticeships, including: The AA, currently employing 80 apprentices with a financial value of £330,000 over the course of their programme; The Bhandals (dental group) are currently employing 70 apprentices with a financial value of the course of their programme of approx. £466,000; Interserve; West Bromwich Building Society; Tool Trac; MacNeille and Son; BMW Sytner and Royal Sun Alliance. The College is also offering Traineeships for young people who are not yet work ready. Apprenticeships are mainly in Health, Public Service and Care, and Business Administration
Higher Education provision is well established in the College through direct HEFCE funding for a modest range of HND/C programmes, and through franchised provision with the University of Wolverhampton and Birmingham City University (BCU). The College’s ‘University Centre’ is situated within the ‘Central Sixth’ Campus. The College will develop its academic ’University Centre’ with an HE partner which offers a local progression from completing A levels and level 3 vocational studies through to Higher Education.  The College in the next 2-3 years is seeking to grow its HE offer by 300 students.  
85% of 16-18 year old students come from Sandwell and West Birmingham (the College is located less than 2 miles from the border of Birmingham (closer than the borders with the three other Black Country Boroughs) with excellent transport links in and out of Birmingham City’s western wards). Both campuses are located in West Bromwich serving areas of significant social and economic disadvantage, as well as forming a central part of the regeneration plans for the town. 
Quality & Outcomes 
The college was inspected in May 2014 and was graded ‘good’ across all aspects. The Ofsted Inspection highlighted that the majority of students made good progress, College success rates improved year on year. 

Progression between different levels of study and from College into higher education, employment or further study is very good. Teaching and learning are good or outstanding. High levels of support ensure that students achieve despite the wide range of barriers to learning they face.

Ofsted inspectors confirmed that the College is well led and managed in the best interests of students. Leaders and managers have excellent engagement with external partners and their ambitious vision enables them to meet the diverse needs of its local communities, which effectively promote economic and social regeneration.

The College’s Self-Assessment Report 2014/15 (SAR) identifies key strengths of the College and has graded itself as being good. The College’s Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) focusses on key areas for improvement. 

Key Strengths

· Overall success rates have improved and exceed national averages.

· Teaching, learning and assessment are good 

· Clear strategic vision provided by senior leaders

· Outstanding learning resources and accommodation

· An accurate and robust  lesson observation process which is linked closely to performance 

· Accurate, comprehensive and rigorous self-assessment, which is informed by the views of students and employers, has driven up performance

· The promotion of equality and diversity and the safety of our learners

· Governance is strong

The College demonstrates a trend of improving success rates with overall success (including maths and English, with the substantial increase in delivery in 14/15) increasing from 85% in 2013/14 to 86.1% in 2014/15; 3.1% above the National Average of 83%. Specifically for maths and English the College is above national averages in both age groups, which is 64.3% (16-18) and 71.2% (19+) in Functional Skills and 84% (16-18) and 79.9% (19+) in GCSE maths and English

A level success has been maintained at 97%, with a significant increase in success at AS level by 7% to 80% in 2014/15, both 3-4% above the National Average for GFE. 

Apprenticeship success rates overall were 75% in 2014/15, 5% above the National Average of 70%

Responsiveness to LEP priorities

Both the Black Country and Greater Birmingham & Solihull LEPs identify a number of similar key areas which have high value added; these include Advanced Manufacturing, Environmental Technologies, Business and Professional Services.  These are areas of potential growth with high value output.  The two LEPs also identify service sectors and areas of the public sector as potential employment growth areas.  There are differences with digital and creative industries featuring more prominently in Birmingham.

The College is developing a very specific model around the idea of employer advisory boards and increased employer involvement, which it will roll out further to other sectors.
The College’s first, is a ‘Career and Skills Academy’ in the Health Services sector, which is a key employment sector in the areas that the College serves.  A new £300m state of the art hospital is being built in Sandwell and the College is engaged with the Sandwell & West Birmingham NHS Trust to develop training opportunities including traineeships and apprenticeships.  As part of this partnership the College has funded a seconded Health Service employee to advise on curriculum development and NHS skills needs.  
The College will also be launching its ‘Professional Services Academy’, which will offer business related professional qualifications in marketing, IT, accounting and finance, human resources and events management. The Black Country LEP has identified shortages of suitably qualified managers with professional qualifications as one of the skills barriers to productivity increase.  The College’s response will assist with advanced management and other relevant qualifications. 

In addition to the two areas of specialism above, a further specialism in digital and applied technology and engineering will create a bridge to the creative industries via a ‘NewTalent Studio’. Phase one was a successful bid for funding (in 2014) to the LEP for the ‘Fab Lab’, an idea originating at Massachusetts Institute of Technology with the idea of accessible technology for individuals to innovate, design and produce new products. The Fab Lab contains rapid prototyping facilities and expert advice. This is now part of the international network of Fab Labs. The College has ambitious plans to build on this first stage with a further £2.8m bid to the LEP.
Sandwell College has focussed its delivery on local economic need on employability outcomes, which concerns the low qualification levels of many adults and their lack of language skills. The development of programmes focussed on employment and outcomes based agreements with the LEP or West Midlands Combined Authority is an approach which the College is anticipating, and would collaborate with other local colleges to map and develop proposals to offer a more coordinated skills solution, which can then be joined to the Birmingham area skills development for a coherent West Midlands approach. The change to the way apprenticeships operate is a major departure from current practice.  There will need to be not only effective face to face contact but they are also likely to require improved administration systems. The changes make useful collaboration from engagement through to back office collaboration in terms of administration and financial processes.  This also has the potential to make savings across the collaborating colleges.

Financial forecasts

The College is financially outstanding which is testament to the excellent leadership and management in place.  The College broke even in 2011/12 but had significant budget deficits prior to this (in 2010/11 this was £4.6m). Since that time the College is no longer servicing advances of funds (Loans) from the SFA and has moved through a satisfactory period to a good financial position and now into outstanding. 
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The Financial Plan and a recent letter from the SFA indicate the current ‘good’ financial status. Cash currently generated has enabled the College to invest in its curriculum development. KPIs of a staffing ratio of no more that 60% and least at 1% operating surplus have, or will be, achieved.
The College had cash balances at the end of 2014/15 in excess of £850k.  The financial plan sees such balances increasing to £7m in 2017/18, at which point the College will review progress towards this target with the view to possibly paying some of the remaining long term debt off early.
Student numbers

Young People

The College has exceeded its 16 to 18-year old recruitment target year-on-year since 2012/13. For 2015/16, the College was awarded exceptional in-year growth. The original 2015/16 allocation of 2,975* was increased to 3,227 in March 2016. Internal progression rates are high with more learners progressing between levels in 2015-16 than in the previous year

	EFA Performance 

vs allocation
	12/13
	13/14
	14/15
	15/16*
	16/17 (strategic plan)
	17/18 (strategic plan)

	16-18 Forecast
	2,480
	2,425 
	2,840 
	2,975
	3,488
	3,788

	Actual
	2,606
	2,721 
	2,980 
	3,450
	
	

	Over allocation
	126
	296
	133
	475
	
	

	Over allocation %
	5.08%
	12.21%
	4.68%
	15.97%
	
	

	Cumulative % increase over funded 2012/13
	5.08%
	9.72%
	19.88%  
	39.11%
	
	


The latest full set of data of completers has revealed that some 80% of learners have progressed to a positive destination: employment, higher education or to further study.  This is a successful outcome given current economic/social challenges in the local area.

A levels

In September 2012, to meet demand and in consultation with the Local Authority, the College launched a broad based  A level curriculum focusing on delivering high quality provision for the Black Country and West Birmingham. Since inception, student volumes have grown year-on-year, with 468 starts in 2014/15, a 131% increase on the original intake.
The most recent success rates are 3% above national average at A2 and 7% above national average at AS.
There are twenty schools with sixth forms within the Sandwell borough; a number of schools are either graded ‘inadequate’ or ‘requires improvement’. There are a numbers of very small sixth forms with narrow subject offer.  From DfE statistics it is clear that a significant proportion of students are not studying 3 A levels, this may limit students opportunities to progress to Higher Education. 
English and Maths
One of the most significant challenges is the low attainment levels of many learners. The attainment of 5A* to C has declined in the borough; just over 46% of learners achieve 5 GCSEs, this is significantly below the national average.  The consequence is learners who are re-sitting qualifications and who are disaffected. 

Over 2,000 young people are studying one form of maths and English in addition to their main qualification. Effectively the College is a resit College for many learners.

	16-18s and 19+
	12/13
	13/14
	14/15
	15/16

	Functional Skills  English
	487
	577
	983
	807

	Functional Skills Maths
	849
	1,122
	1,664
	1,404

	GCSE English
	222
	271
	685
	884

	GCSE Maths
	112
	135
	494
	801

	GCSE Science
	68
	65
	60
	68

	Grand Total
	1,738
	2,170
	3,886
	3,964


Adults (19+)

19+ numbers also exceeded reduced funding allocations. Significant numbers (56%) of students originate from minority ethnic backgrounds, principally of Indian, Black Caribbean and Pakistani heritage – many seeking British Citizenship and requiring Speaking and Listening qualifications. The College ESOL provision was judged Outstanding by Ofsted.
The College was disappointed that in such a high need area, funding for mandated ESOL was withdrawn in 2015, but the College has continued its work with a focus on employability outcomes.  Its provision is heavily localised to Sandwell and some West Birmingham wards. These programmes are focussed on enabling students to gain employment.
Apprenticeship 

Numbers of apprenticeships including our traineeship programmes are rising:

	SSA
	13/14 

starts
	14/15 

starts
	15/16

starts
	Current in-learning

	Health & Care
	118
	128
	117
	307

	Engineering
	52
	72
	43
	116

	Construction
	
	1
	107
	108

	ICT
	
	
	44
	44

	Retail 
	9
	12
	19
	32

	Arts
	
	
	9
	9

	Business
	102
	131
	264
	421

	Grand Total
	281
	344
	667
	1,037


Estate
The College operated from campuses in Oldbury, Smethwick and West Bromwich; approval and capital funding for a new college located in West Bromwich was received in August 2009, building started in October 2009 and completed in January 2012.

The College has two main sites:
· The new capital build (‘Central Campus’) opened to the public in March 2012 at a total cost of £77.3m (rising to £78.4m by year-end); at which point all provision ceased at the former 3 campuses. 
· The former ‘Public’ arts building in West Bromwich - converted to become Central Sixth. In December 2013, Sandwell Council agreed a formal 25 year partnership with the College to provide a long-term, financially viable future for the building. The terms of usage are favorable to the College, and the cost of conversion was incurred by the Local Authority.

In September 2015 the College merged the Local Authority’s apprentice provision known as ‘Future Skills’ into its own operation. A short term peppercorn lease was taken out on the existing building in Smethwick. This expired on 1 March 2016 at which point the remaining operations were fully consolidated into the existing building stock.
The College only operates from these two sites with above average usage - there is no scope to rationalise. The College is however considering an innovative plan which links with its curriculum focus, which is to develop some smaller business incubation space within its premises.  The purpose would be to generate some revenue, but also to connect students to real companies in terms of projects and assignments.
Contribution to Institutes of Technology 
There is a potential to unify under an umbrella structure with key representatives from each College determining the best solutions and locations to serve the local economy and communities.  Membership could possibly consist of key personnel from the existing institutions where impartial strategic decisions are made recognising the strengths of the individual constituents. One option would be for any ‘surplus’ estate identified during the review to become an Institute of Technology for Level 4 and above to cater for the Black Country, with provision especially concerning STEM subjects being focussed there with LEP support.
The College suggests greater congruence on strategic plans with an enhancement of the existing Chairs & Principals’ Group to specifically share capital development and map out a joint skills offer for traditional ‘adult’ work. Both will minimise potential duplication, particularly at more advanced levels of work by reducing the prospect of multiple (non-strategically aligned) bids for funding to the LEPs and the Combined Authority. 

Our Response to Area Review
There is a danger that the main focus and scrutiny is limited to colleges and thus any curriculum review and rationalisation or growth decisions could be undermined by other existing providers or new providers and any perceived benefits could be short lived.  It remains incongruous to examine post 16 provision in an area without including the full provision; over 2,500 students are studying in school sixth forms in Sandwell.

A vocational alternative into apprenticeships, jobs or higher education will always be seen as second best until there is a genuine impartial careers advice service. There are twenty schools with sixth forms within the Sandwell borough; a number of schools are either graded inadequate or requires improvement. 

The number of students in small sixth forms are significant, this must represent a poor use of resource as the offer in these sixth forms cannot provide sufficient breadth of subjects.  It is also likely from examining the proportions studying a reasonable 3 A level programme that a mixture of vocational and A level subjects are delivered, whilst informed guidance is given this route may limit progression to Higher Education as a number of universities will not accept such combinations to study certain subjects.
We are keen to be involved in a review that results in a vibrant FE sector  across the Black Country where colleges collaborate rather than compete, offer a complementary provision which recognises progression routes between, as well as within, institutions. The Black Country Colleges (BCC) is already in place to ensure Sandwell and the other 6 colleges in the area:

· Remain as assets of business and the community

· Deliver real results: learner choice, employer responsiveness, efficiency, high quality

· Work together to deliver growth through viable businesses, fit for purpose estates, and a broad curriculum aligned to labour market priorities
· Are committed to the region by building on sectoral employer engagement, developing that offer and investing in our own capability to raise the status of vocational education
Ideally it would seem an appropriate and sensible approach to join some of the outcomes of the Birmingham review to work being conducted in the Black Country, particularly in light of the Government’s agreement to devolve a number of powers to a new combined West Midlands Authority. These areas would include work to drive up the number and quality of apprenticeships, a common approach ultimately to meet the Combined Authority’s skills agenda.

There are clear and achievable strategic ambitions which Sandwell College has set itself. These ambitions have been made possible because the College has already undertaken the difficult decisions needed to ensure a strong and viable local institution can remain for the people of Sandwell and West Birmingham. The College’s track record over the last three years has been strong with a record of exceeding student number targets whilst absorbing that cost in-year and continuing to move towards outstanding financial health. 

The College welcomes the opportunity to demonstrate its contribution to its local communities and economies. It is also viewed as positive that the process will lead to more effective deployment of resources, with resources not diverted into underperforming institutions or those organisations not aligned to the education and skills agenda.

It will also help to focus on those boroughs, and localities where there are a number of colleges offering provision.

The College is committed to actively participating in the process which we believe will demonstrate the effectiveness of the College, the ambition of its Leaders and Governors to drive the College forwards, and its willingness to work with other stakeholders, colleges and providers to improve the Midlands’ skills system. 

The College remains convinced of its ambition to be recognised as: A Major Regional college with outstanding quality both recognised locally and nationally and which is independently governed and led.
�
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Sandwell College: Serving our diverse communities in Sandwell & West Birmingham





Our College at a glance…








Our aim is to make a difference and improve life chances of individuals through the education skills training we provide.  Our core learning communities are Sandwell and West Birmingham.  We serve an estimated population of upwards of 500,000.





The areas we serve are amongst the most rapidly increasing in terms of population and a higher proportion of children and young people.  During the period 2012-2014 this area had the fastest increase of young people aged 16-18 compared with the rest of the Black Country (5.6% compared with Black Country 3.3%).  Over the next 10-15 years there is expected to be over 40% increase in year 11 leavers.





We have a clear vision, mission and leadership to work with other stakeholders, including the Local Authorities, businesses and schools to offer people opportunities to improve their life chances.  The areas we serve are amongst the most economically and socially deprived nationally.  The ONS recently ranked West Bromwich and its surrounding areas as the 2nd most economically deprived area in the country. Using broader multiple measures of deprivation, Sandwell itself is the 13th most deprived Local Authority area. 





School attainment is below national averages in Sandwell; approximately 46% of school leavers achieve 5 GCSE’s A*-C.  The figure for Birmingham is 54%.  The State School average is 56%. The College has 2,100 students now studying maths and/or English.





We have driven up the quality of what we do over the past few years; our overall success rate is in excess of 86% and this would rank us in the upper quartile of colleges.





The College has improved its Ofsted grading from 3 to grade 2 ‘Good’.  





The College has £125m capital equivalent facilities with two state of the art learning centres. 





The College has embarked upon a transformational leadership change, which has seen focus on improving career paths by the establishment of employer boards, guaranteed high quality work placements and improved advice and guidance.  The College has developed its apprenticeship and employer work.  It now has upwards of 1,000 apprentices and works with upwards of 500 companies.  It is developing a local higher education offer in conjunction with Coventry University by creating a new HE Centre.  





The College has improved its finances significantly and is resilient.   Its financial health is ‘outstanding’.  





Its mission to offer improved life chances is being realised by the creation of a Group Structure encompassing schools, the College and skills training as discrete operations.  





The College is outward facing and pro-active in seeking collaboration with other colleges, training providers and stakeholders to benefit learners and the local economy.  The College is playing a key role in the development of a Black Country Colleges’ approach to apprenticeships.  





The College is developing key specialisms with its new FabLab and NewTalent Studio, Health Academy and Young Professionals’ Academy.  These areas map to defined skills needs. 





Our students express a high degree of satisfaction; over 97% were highly satisfied.





In the national surveys, employers expressed a high level of satisfaction, with our average rating being 8.7 


out of 10.   
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