Support Our Sixth-formers
As the associations that represent schools and colleges in England,
we are calling on the government to back the Support Our Sixthformers campaign by adopting the following two recommendations:
1

Introduce a £200 per student uplift in funding to improve the education and support
offered to sixth form students

2

Conduct a review of sixth form funding to ensure it is linked to the realistic costs of
delivering a rounded, high quality curriculum

The case for increased investment
Cuts to sixth form funding introduced in
2011, 2013 and 20141 have had a significant
impact on students and are turning sixth form
education into a part time experience. Research
commissioned by SFCA from the Institute of
Education2 describes sixth form education in
England as “uniquely narrow and short” compared
to the high performing education systems in
Shanghai, Singapore, Canada and elsewhere.
Sixth formers in England are now
only funded to receive half the tuition time as
sixth formers in other leading economies.

The funding that schools and colleges now
receive to educate sixth formers covers the
cost of delivering three A level or equivalent
qualifications, and little more. As a result, the
wider support offer to students has been greatly
diminished. For example, it is increasingly difficult
to address the concerns expressed by employers
that young people lack the skills to flourish in the
workplace. The CBI’s 2016 education and skills
survey expressed concern about the current
education system with its “emphasis on grades…
and league tables at the expense of wider
personal development.”3
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Many institutions also lack the resources to address the sharp increase in students reporting
mental health problems. This has been compounded by cuts to the NHS and local authority budgets
– the charity MIND recently found that local authorities now spend less than 1% of their public health
budget on mental health.4 More broadly, we know that students with better health and wellbeing are
likely to achieve better academically and that participation in extra-curricular activities has a positive
effect on attainment.5
These issues are the result of a sustained period of underinvestment in sixth form education.
The average annual funding received by schools and colleges is now just £4,531 per student. This
is 21% less than the funding received to educate younger students in secondary schools, 48% less
than the average university tuition fee and 70% less than the average sixth form fee in the
independent sector.6
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This underfunding of sixth form education is
a real obstacle to improving social mobility.
The average fee for a single term in an
independent school sixth form (£5,111 per
student) is more than state schools and colleges
receive to educate a sixth former for an entire
year. In the independent sector, fees also increase
rather than decrease at the age of 16 to reflect the
actual cost of delivery for this age group.7
In March 2017, plans were announced to
increase investment in 16–19 education for
students studying technical courses.8 This
is a welcome development, but it is important
to understand that 16-19 education is a lot
broader than technical education. This increased
investment will not impact on the vast majority of
the cohort who are pursuing academic or applied
general qualifications.
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The government was right to identify
that students studying technical courses
require additional support to succeed, but
the same is true of young people studying
A levels and applied general qualifications
– particularly disadvantaged students. The
decision to increase investment in technical, but
not academic, education is also based on an
incomplete analysis of the country’s productivity
challenge. The high-skilled economy envisaged in
the government’s Industrial Strategy will require
leaders, scientists, technicians, engineers and
others that in most cases will have followed the
academic path during their sixth form studies.

3

Our recommendations
The chronic underinvestment in academic sixth form education is bad for students, bad for our
international competitiveness and bad for social mobility. To ensure that schools and colleges can
continue to transform the lives of young people and develop the highly skilled workforce of the future, we
are calling on the government to adopt the following recommendations:

Recommendation 1: Introduce a £200 per student uplift in funding
to improve the education and support offered to sixth form students
The government should make a targeted investment in sixth form education to ensure
institutions can provide every student with the support they need to develop into healthy, happy,
resilient and productive citizens. A modest annual increase in funding of £200 per student would help
schools and colleges to begin reassembling the range of support activities required to meet the individual
needs of young people. This ‘SOS uplift’ is affordable – we estimate it would cost £244 million per year
to implement9 – and could be partly funded by using the underspend in the Department for Education’s
budget for 16–19 education (that amounted to £135 million in 2014/15 and £132 million in 2015/16).10 As
the funding rates for sixth formers have been fixed since 2013, this modest uplift would also help schools
and colleges to deal with the inflationary pressures and cost increases they have faced during that time
and ensure that students have access to the full range of STEM and language courses.
Schools and colleges are best placed to co-ordinate the diverse range of non-qualification
support activities that students require and can ensure these activities are tailored to the individual
needs of students. The outcomes will be significant:
• Improving study skills will benefit students when they progress to higher education or employment and
enhance their sixth form studies.
• Improving employability skills will help students to flourish in the workplace.
• Improving careers advice will ensure young people make better choices when they leave sixth
form education.
• Improving the mental and physical health of students will increase their resilience and contribute
to improved exam performance.
• Improving the range of enrichment activities will provide sixth formers in the state sector with the social
capital to compete with their better-funded peers in the independent sector.
4
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The development and progress of young
people cannot simply be measured through
annual performance tables. The introduction
of the ‘SOS uplift’ is urgently required and
should be introduced in time for the beginning
of the 2018/19 academic year.

Recommendation 2: Conduct a
review of sixth form funding to
ensure it is linked to the realistic
costs of delivering a rounded,
high quality curriculum
While funding for sixth formers in England
is lower than in other developed economies,
and lower than both pre-16 and higher
education, the more fundamental concern is
the disconnect between the funding made
available to educate sixth formers and
the actual cost of delivering an academic
curriculum. There is no educational basis for
the reduction in funding at the age of 16. The
government claims that it has “provided sufficient
funds for every full-time student to do a full
timetable of courses”,11 but it has not published
any research12 into the sufficiency of the funding
provided to educate sixth formers. There is a
clear disconnect between the arbitrary amount
of funding the government provides to educate
sixth formers in England and the actual cost of
delivering their education.
The priority for the Department for
Education should be to move away from
funding sixth formers based on a notional
number of annual hours and an arbitrary
funding rate, and conduct a review of funding
to ensure it is linked to the realistic costs of
delivering a rounded, high quality curriculum.
Failure to do this will ensure that a part time
educational experience will become the norm
for sixth formers in England. This will have clear
implications for social mobility – schools and
colleges are united in the view that busy students
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are successful students. This is particularly true of
students from disadvantaged backgrounds and
those that require additional help and support.
Schools and colleges have been forced to
respond to funding pressures by cutting courses
and increasing class sizes, with some colleges
also holding down pay, making it difficult to
recruit and retain high quality teachers. Significant
efficiency savings have already been made and
without further investment, there will be further
cuts to courses (particularly STEM and languages)
and school sixth forms in rural areas will simply
disappear. As the number of 16-19 year olds
starts to increase, the establishment of new sixth
form provision should be based on an impartial
assessment of demand, quality and value for
money to make best use of scarce resources.
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We are calling on the government
to adopt the recommendations in
this manifesto.
The focus on pre-16 education and introduction of
the National Funding Formula has overshadowed
the funding crisis in sixth form education. The
introduction of a £200 per student uplift in
funding will help to provide the support that
sixth form students urgently need, and the more
fundamental review of sixth form funding will
re-introduce a link between investment levels
and the actual cost of delivering a high quality
education. By backing the Support Our Sixthformers campaign and pledging to increase
investment in sixth form education we can ensure

that every sixth form student in England receives
the sort of high quality, rounded educational
experience they need to become healthy, happy,
resilient and productive citizens. This investment
will also help to boost social mobility, improve the
career choices that students make, and ensure
that young people possess the skills required to
flourish in the workplace.

A £200 per student uplift will help
to provide the support that sixth
form students urgently need.
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For more information about the Support Our Sixth-formers campaign please contact:
James Kewin, SFCA Deputy Chief Executive james.kewin@sixthformcolleges.org
Malcolm Trobe, ASCL Director of Public Affairs malcolm.trobe@ascl.org.uk
Julian Gravatt, AoC Deputy Chief Executive julian_gravatt@aoc.co.uk
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