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Chair: Welcome to the Public Accounts Committee on Monday 16 March 2020. We are here today to look at the subject of university technical colleges, which I shall introduce in a moment. Our sole witness today is the permanent secretary, Jonathan Slater. We appreciate your coming, Mr Slater, and we understand, of course, that other potential witnesses are very busy at the moment, on which subject I would like to bring in Mr Richard Holden, who has a declaration of interest.

Mr Holden: I was a special adviser at the Department for Education until November last year.

Chair: Permanent secretary, we have a few questions on subjects other than university technical colleges, as you would imagine, and I am asking Mr Holden to kick off.

Q1 Mr Holden: Permanent secretary, could you give us a quick update on the school, university and early years closure plans or what advice is currently out there for parents? All members of the Committee will have had contact with constituents who have been very concerned over recent days.

Jonathan Slater: As I said in this Committee last week, we continue to take Public Health England advice. The Government’s position has not changed. I said to you last week that lots of work was being done on preparing for all possible eventualities that you might imagine would apply as increasing numbers of people get the coronavirus. Since we met last week, of course, the self-isolation has begun, and as you say, that has practical consequences for individual schools, colleges, universities, nurseries, children’s homes and so on in my world, which is why lots of work has been done on each of the eventualities that arise from that reality.

I would expect Ministers to announce new decisions on the back of that work shortly. As you would expect, that will be for them to announce through the daily press conferences that have been announced, rather than for me in front of you. But I can assure the Committee that lots of people are working very hard 24/7 to make sure that Ministers have in front of them the advice they need on all the relevant education and children’s social care issues, of the sort that you would all have your own views on.

Q2 Mr Holden: Regarding the exam season, which is obviously still several months away, what contingency planning has the Department done for the coronavirus? Given that universities also have upcoming exams, probably sooner than the main school exams, what advice has been issued to universities for their students and in particular international students?

Jonathan Slater: Ofqual, which as you know leads on the oversight of the examination system, has been doing a lot of work and has done lots of work jointly with the Department. There are contingency arrangements that are always there in less significant times that could apply, and there are a whole range of more significant contingencies that could alternatively be put in place. All those options have been developed. The Secretary of State has been talking to the headteacher unions about those this afternoon. As I say, I would expect announcements on the way forward to come out pretty soon.

Q3 Chair: Can I ask about children who are on the at-risk register or have other vulnerabilities, for whom school is the safe place? Have you issued guidance to social services departments about support and about how, in these very challenging circumstances, those children would be supported were schools to close on a wholesale basis?

Jonathan Slater: We have been working closely with local government on the practical realities faced either as a consequence of any decision, were it to be made, to close schools, although, as I say, the Government’s position on that has not changed, because the medical advice has not changed, or as a consequence of individual schools needing to close, whatever the Government’s overall policy posture is, as a consequence of the practical realities of self-isolation. Were the Government’s policy to change on school closures—I am not hinting that it is—obviously that would be accompanied by guidance of the sort you describe. For now, we work with local government on dealing with the practical realities of individual closures as a consequence of self-isolation.

Q4 Chair: If a school closes temporarily, even that is quite a blow for a family that relies on free school meals. Is there a voucher system or an infrastructure in place? In emergency planning, these things are often there as contingencies. Is that in place to support those children in the event of a short-term individual school closure or if there is a wider school closure programme?

Jonathan Slater: There are options available to Government, but, again, I do not want to get ahead of any announcements that Ministers might make.

Q5 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: On that subject, in individual local circumstances, whose decision would it be, in the absence of a Government-wide programme, if there ever is one, to close schools? In an individual local circumstance, if it became clear that it was not safe to run that school—for example, through a lack of teachers because they were all self-isolating—is it the head’s or the local authority’s decision?

Jonathan Slater: I want to make sure that I give you a proper, full answer to that question, so I would prefer to come back to you.

Q6 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: Will you write to us?

Jonathan Slater: Of course, and I am happy to do so with all due speed—not as a delaying tactic, but I don’t want to get this wrong.

Q7 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: It has to be right. I, and I am sure the Chair of the Committee, appreciate that answer, which is perfectly reasonable. 

Can I turn to the technical issue of your excess vote, which was caused by the effective rate of inflation estimated by the Office for Budget Responsibility? It turned out to be lower than it was expected to be, according to their range, which led to an excess vote of £331 million. I have one or two quick technical questions around that. Why did you not obtain the higher level of contingency to deal with that?

Jonathan Slater: We sought a higher level of contingency to deal with the non-cash implications if, as proved the case, the OBR’s forecast turned out to be too high, but not for the cash, and we should have done. We can do that and will of course do that for the coming year, so it is a source of some frustration to me and to the Committee, too. Obviously, this is a fantastically complicated thing and it is a forecast, not a reality. Even so, I would much prefer not to be having to answer your questions on this subject. I can’t see that it would have been impossible to forecast it, and we will get that right next time. 

Q8 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: So was it that you did not ask for it, or you asked for it and were not given it by the Treasury?

Jonathan Slater: We did not ask for it.

Q9 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: You did not expect to be given it by the Treasury if you had asked for it.

Jonathan Slater: I think the responsibility is with the Department for Education for not having considered the cash implications of that forecast being overstated. We had considered the non-cash implications of either way. We had considered the cash implications of its being understated, but not the cash implications of its being overstated. Not that it is complicated. Also, we should have got to every possible eventuality, and we will next time. 

Chair: We will now move on to the main subject of our hearing today: the NAO’s investigation into university technical colleges. This was not a value-for-money study, but a short, sharp look at the issue. It was a little while ago now, but since 2010, when UTCs were first mooted, 58 have opened and 10 have closed. Many of them are in financial difficulties, and there are clear graphs in the Report showing how many are operating at less than half their full capacity. These university technical colleges are exactly what they say—technical colleges—but designed for pupils aged 14 to 19, so requiring an intake at what, for most parts of the country, is an unusual point in the process. Of course, it is our job as a Committee to look not at whether the policies are the right ones, but at whether they are working. There are financial risks to a number of them, so we want to probe how well they are working, whether they are delivering what they set out to do, the financial element and what the Government’s plans are either to shore them up or to alter them to ensure that pupils gain what they are supposed to gain and that the taxpayer gets a good deal. I am delighted to welcome David Simmonds, who is a member of the Education Committee, as a guest on our Committee today. Mr Simmonds, would you like to kick off?

Q10 David Simmonds: Thank you, Chair. Permanent secretary, hello. From the Department’s perspective, UTCs are an unusual type of institution in their age range and the nature of what they do. What is the Department’s view of what success looks like for UTCs?

Jonathan Slater: The NAO’s Report rightly identifies that our standard measures of success are the proportion of schools that get good or outstanding inspections and the extent to which schools are able to live within their means. Certainly, as the Chair has already indicated and as the Report makes clear, UTCs have struggled on both those indicators. The purpose of the programme was to get to places that other parts of the school system have not reached, and to innovate. I was not around at the time, but it is not difficult to see that the point of the programme was to seek to try out a new model, promoting more technical education of the sort set out in the letter you received from the chief exec of Mulberry and testing out a 14 to 19 curriculum. 

It is striking that the original programme was devised in 2007, when the Department at the time was developing a 14 to 19 curriculum for the whole of the school system. You can imagine that, at the time, this would have been seen as a good way of experimenting with putting that model into practice. The first UTC goes live in 2010; of course, it is then true that, in 2010, the Government’s policy changes and moves from 14 to 19 to 11 to 18 academic education. That puts the nature of this programme clearly under increased pressure, but the 2015 Conservative manifesto still said that the objective was to put a UTC within range of every city. 

That was still before I arrived, but Ministers’ ambition at the time must still have been—and why not?—to experiment with seeking to make a technical education curriculum work from 14 to 19 and to see what could be achieved by so doing. One then has to turn to apprenticeships, destination measures and careers data of the sort set out in the Report to identify success. 

Q11 David Simmonds: What plans does the Department have for evaluating the system effect of UTCs and the benefits or otherwise to educational attainment as a whole?

Jonathan Slater: What we are doing at the moment is seeking to ensure that the UTC programme is sustainable and successful. We are still in that phase of the programme. There are a number of UTCs that are at risk and a number that are in deficit, as the Report sets out. We have a series of pieces of work that we have been doing for the past four years and continue to do, to ensure that those UTCs that remain can succeed and thrive. That is the focus of our attention at the moment. 

It may well be, as you say, that having achieved that, we move on to looking back on a sustainable model and comparing that with the rest, but I am still, at the moment, ensuring that the programme succeeds in full. The efforts we have been making to put individual UTCs into multi-academy trusts are one example of the sort of work that we will be continuing. The Report identified 19 such schools in MATs at the time of the Report; there are now 21, and I would expect there to be more than 30 within a year or so. That is the focus of our attention right here, right now.

Q12 David Simmonds: Is there a trigger point at which the Department or its agencies would need to make a decision either to close an individual institution or to start to take a closer interest in its financial sustainability, other than requests or concerns arising from within the institution itself?

Jonathan Slater: After the 2015 results came out—the first set of results from a programme that started in 2010—it became clear, as the NAO Report identifies, that the programme was facing a significant challenge. The Department carried out a review of that and did a number of things that are well summarised in the Report, one of which was to put in place a dedicated team from within the ESFA to crawl over the finances of every single one of those UTCs and work out whether it could be sustainable. If it could be, the team worked out what was required to make it so. If not—well, we’ve closed 10.

Q13 David Simmonds: On the basis of that, what assurance would you give the Committee about the sustainability of the remaining institutions?

Jonathan Slater: There are clearly a significant number of extremely successful UTCs that are providing a tremendous education. Even those that are in financial difficulties—

Q14 Chair: Can you define what you mean by “a significant number”?

Jonathan Slater: Of institutions that are providing a—

Chair: An excellent education. I am just looking at some of the graphs in the Report that would bear that out.

Jonathan Slater: Sure. That goes back to the first question. Only 52% of them are good or outstanding, as assessed by Ofsted. Equally, if one looks to destination data, as summarised well in the Report, one sees a significantly more positive story of UTCs on average having the same level of—

Q15 Chair: Do you have a number when you say “a significant number”? Are you going on the destination data?

Jonathan Slater: Yes. I do not have the breakdown of the destination data UTC by UTC, so all I would be doing is giving you examples. For instance, Hull has the 15th highest level of progress of any A-level school or college in the country. I could give more examples, but there is not a higher proportion of young people not going into employment or education in UTCs than in schools as a whole. What you see happening at the end of the UTC, at key stage 5, is more of them going into apprenticeships and fewer of them continuing with education. Equally, more of them go into higher apprenticeships. You can see across the programme as a whole that they are doing just as well at moving into employment or—

Chair: I was trying to get to a number, but I get where you are coming from now. You were midway through answering Mr Simmonds when I tried to pin you down on a number, so do you want to pick up from where you were?

Q16 David Simmonds: We were talking about what the trigger points are for the Department and its agencies.

Jonathan Slater: Obviously the key challenge here is the financial challenge, which is driven by the difficulty of getting as many children as had been hoped to switch from one secondary school to another halfway through secondary school, which is obviously a significant challenge. The extent to which they cannot do that as well as they had hoped creates the financial pressure that they find difficulty in coming out of sometimes. That is why we have a series of actions that we take, including putting them into MATs to share the costs, and increasingly turning them into 11 to 19—

Chair: Can you explain what MATs are, for the people watching?

Jonathan Slater: They are multi-academy trusts. The letter that you got from Mulberry is a good example of a UTC that has been part of a multi-academy trust since the beginning. As I say, we are up to 21 out of 48, and we are going well beyond that.

Q17 Chair: I should just say, because you mentioned Mulberry, that we had evidence from Mulberry Schools Trust, from the head, Dr V. Ogden, about her positive views of the system.

Jonathan Slater: Another thing that we are doing is exploring the extent to which, if we feel that it is not going to be possible for the UTC to be sustainable with a 14 to 19 age group, we go 11 to 19. We got on with that in advance of the Baker Dearing Educational Trust accepting that. Two UTCs—Greenwich and Tottenham—stopped being UTCs in 2017, because our view, and the view of those UTCs, was that that model would not work for them, so we switched to 11 to 19. Lord Baker changed his view on the subject in 2018, and more of that has happened since.

What triggers it is a three-year review of the finances of the institution—do they have a deficit today; do they have a plan to get out of it over three years; and can we see whether it is sustainable for them to carry on as they are? If we think it is sustainable, we will put in funding, subject to their agreeing to conditions of the sort I have described and others; if we do not, we close it. 

Q18 David Simmonds: That is very helpful. My question is therefore this: are you assured about the accountability measures for UTCs, in the context of the overall system? You mentioned the role of agreeing, at departmental level, what would be, I guess, the equivalent with a maintained school for a licensed deficit—an overdraft, in effect, but with a recovery plan within a fixed period of time. 

In respect of UTCs, the number that are very significantly under in their pupil numbers and that seem to have some financial difficulty raises the question about the degree of oversight that they experience. That brings us back to the question of what assurance you can give the Committee on the oversight that the Department is able to exercise over the operations and finances of UTCs.

Jonathan Slater: I would say that it has been pretty intense since 2016, on the back of the 2015 NAO review, which was done on the back of the first set of exam results. Those results demonstrated the sort of inevitability of a new sort of institution taking time to grow pupil numbers, as the Chair will know from her constituents’ experience. Also, once you see the first set of GCSE results coming out, you think, “Crikey; this is going to be a continuing challenge,” so you put in a dedicated team of people who are all over each of them. The ongoing challenge that some UTCs have had in getting sufficient pupils has not been due to a lack of oversight by the Department.

Q19 David Simmonds: I agree entirely. Thank you very much for that observation. I have two final questions. First, what advice would you give to a UTC leader—a headteacher or governing body chair—about how to fill spaces at their UTC? 

Jonathan Slater: I would draw their attention to some absolutely wonderful examples of great UTCs. That is the obvious place to start. A Report and conversation like this is absolutely bound to focus on the deficits and the challenges and the finances, but there are some amazing UTCs out there, as Committee members will have seen. We are talking about partnerships with more than 35 universities and 500 employers. Where the model is working really well, you see great examples of employers putting in investment—machinery, equipment, tools, projects—of the sort that the UTC model was designed to secure, and bringing through applicants accordingly. I was in Liverpool last year, at Toxteth UTC, where there was a huge amount of competition. You see a great service being provided. You see the same in places such as Sheffield, Reading, Workington and Hull. Cambridge, Sheffield and Reading are not only providing a good technical education, but doing well on our standard academic measure—attainment 8. 

I would point them to UTCs with strong partnerships with employers that provide real added value and that are typically part of multi-academy trusts, so that they can secure the economies of scale. There is a wide variety—you find your pitch. JCB is particularly strong on apprenticeships; it has more than 250 in its apprenticeship centre. That is a sustainable model. That is what I would point them to. 

Q20 David Simmonds: Pursuing that question a little bit further, it sounds like an awful lot of this is in the marketing of the institution, given that it is outside the normal admissions round and most parents’ expectations of what will happen in their child’s education career. I am just interested in whether you have a view about the marketing of UTCs and the fact that a child needs to change school at 14? What would you point them to in that respect?

Jonathan Slater: Yes, that is clearly a challenge, isn’t it? Part of my response was designed to show what a UTC can offer that is special. So it is not difficult for Sheffield to draw attention to the fact that, of the 130 or so young people who will be going to the next skills Olympics in Shanghai, three of them are from that one UTC—137 from across the whole country will go. There is a niche that they can point to. Alternatively, Coventry is in the final of the European Space Agency competition next month. You show what you have got that is not typical. Three of the UTCs are early adopters of T-levels, including Mulberry, playing to its particular strength.

Equally, this is hard. Of course, that is one of the reasons why Parliament legislated to put in place the so-called Baker clause in 2018, and we have been following up where necessary, as the Report identifies. 

Q21 David Simmonds: My final line of inquiry—I set out that there has been quite a big change in the way the Department looks at the UTCs since 2016. There was an announcement—a statement in the Conservative manifesto—about a greater focus on alternative provision in this Parliament and beyond. You mentioned UTCs changing admissions to, in effect, become schools rather than a UTC in the traditional model. Do you see a role, either from the institutions or from the lessons from the UTC programme, in the Department’s approach to alternative provision in this Parliament?

Jonathan Slater: The Secretary of State has made it clear to us— building upon the manifesto, which you referred to—that he wants to see strong investment in alternative provision, so we are looking imaginatively across the whole of the education system, here and elsewhere, for what we can learn as we put that into place. That is a rather generic answer, but it is the best that I have got for you at the moment.

Q22 David Simmonds: I guess what I mean—bluntly—is that if I look at UTCs in my patch, I see that most of them are struggling for numbers, while alternative provision is bursting at the seams. So there seems to be some logic in shifting some of the investment in that direction, should that be educationally advantageous. I just wonder what the Department’s thinking is on that. 

Jonathan Slater: Without wishing to appear unhelpful, that is getting into the future policy space, isn’t it? Your point is well made, and I look forward to our reporting back on our plans for alternative provision in due course, but I absolutely understand the point you are making.

Q23 Chair: So at the moment you are saying that it is a policy idea, but there is no flesh on the bones that you can talk to us about?

Jonathan Slater: We are working very hard on pinning down precisely how we put the manifesto commitment into practice, and we will be making announcements on that; that is my point. 

Q24 Chair: Well, it was interesting that, in its evidence to us, the Baker Dearing Educational Trust highlighted the fact that, as the Report also highlights, a number of pupils have had more challenging school careers before they enter a UTC. The trust used that argument to say that the extra funding that UTCs get—to be clear, no extra funding per pupil but that extra sum of money that each school gets—should be justified on the basis that they are providing spaces to some pupils who have been excluded from other schools. 

So although you say that it is future policy, it seems to me that there is already an area of overlap there. This is not what UTCs set out to do; it is not what the Baker Dearing original vision was. But now they are saying very clearly that they accept that that is who they have got and they think they should have extra money. Isn’t that part of the Department’s thinking? 

Jonathan Slater: We do not provide UTCs on an ongoing basis with additional funding over other schools. It is certainly true that we put in place transitional funding—

Q25 Chair: Well, it depends what you call it then. In figure 10, on page 22 of the Report, there is this underlying “Transitional funding” that is just permanently there—the same every year from 2016. If that is not additional funding—

Jonathan Slater: Yes, I acknowledged that we were putting in place transitional funding, and the final year of that starts in April, and the amount of transitional funding halves for that year. 

Q26 Chair: Do you think you are going to get back what you have already put in? It is transitional funding, so it was given to them as extra funding, wasn’t it? 

Jonathan Slater: Yes, but not on a permanent basis; that is all. 

Certainly, the Department recognised, in carrying out the 2015 review, that whatever the hopes had been, the reality was that, on average, UTCs would struggle to recruit the pupil numbers that they had originally aimed for. The Department recognised that we should identify those UTCs that we thought had the potential to be sustainable, and recognise the reality that they did not have as many pupils as they needed and put some transitional funding in to stabilise them. That is what we have been doing. I was just distinguishing that from the argument—which is indeed made by some people, including Lord Baker—that they should get more money forever, which is not the Government’s position.

Q27 Chair: Okay. It is good to be clear on that. Figure 5 on page 17 demonstrates very graphically the spare capacity in UTCs. You have talked about multi-academy trusts taking them on, which is something you are now promoting. You aim to rise to 30 being members of multi-academy trusts.

Jonathan Slater: And more beyond that. 

Chair: Remind me of the date. 

Jonathan Slater: It was 19 at the point the Report was written, and I think it is 21 as of today. I expect it to become 30 or slightly more over the next year or so. 

Q28 Chair: When we have looked at multi-academy trusts with you before, one of the challenges is that they often do not want to take on a school with a big deficit, because it will skew the trust’s finances. UTCs account for 10% of all academy trust deficits. I have two questions. First, do you have problems getting multi-academy trusts to take them on? Secondly, how did it ever get to the point where this small group of schools accounts for all academy deficits? How did you let it get to that point?

Jonathan Slater: On the first question, back in 2017 seven UTCs were in multi-academy trusts and today there are 21. I expect there to be over 30 in the next year or so. That is not because we will force multi-academy trusts to take on institutions that are not ongoing concerns—that would not be to anybody’s advantage—but because of the way that the Department is working with those UTCs and the multi-academy trusts that receive them to ensure the financial sustainability of those trusts, and if that is not the case, to close them down. I am not saying that we will not have further financial challenges. I am not saying that every UTC will be fine forever. We are ensuring that a stand-alone UTC is placed in a trust in a sustainable way. 

Q29 Chair: Does that mean that the Department is giving money to the multi-academy trust to take the UTC?

Jonathan Slater: If a school gets into financial difficulty, whether it is a UTC or any other type, and it needs new governance, funding often goes with that—as is set out in the NAO Report—of the same sort that would go into other schools in that situation. 

Q30 Chair: Of course, one of the interesting elements of the university technical colleges is the money that is paid to the Baker Dearing Educational Trust—the licence fee, effectively—for using  the name and brand. Once it becomes part of a multi-academy trust, to be clear, does that UTC still have to pay that licensing fee to the Baker Dearing Educational Trust?

Jonathan Slater: That is a matter between the UTC and the Baker Dearing Educational Trust; it is not a matter for the Government. 

Q31 Chair: Okay, except that that is quite a chunk of money that the school must pay each year. What does it get, in your view, for paying that licence fee? It is an unusual model, is it not? There is not another school model, among the many models now in the UK, where money is paid to a charity, separate from the Government or a local authority, for a service that is unusual and different from what you would get from a local authority, for example. 

Jonathan Slater: Yes, I suppose schools get support and services from all over the place of different sorts. That is a matter between the school and, in this case, the trust. It is not a matter for the Department. Whether they are paying the Baker Dearing Educational Trust for something or not, our expectations for them are the same. 

Q32 Chair: So you are saying that no account is taken into the funding for the extra money, just to be clear. When you say it is a matter between the school and the Baker Dearing Educational Trust, I am not clear—maybe you will not be able to answer this—whether any of the currently branded UTCs do not pay that licence fee. I think they all still do, don’t they?

Jonathan Slater: The Baker Dearing Educational Trust owns the—

Chair: The brand.

Jonathan Slater: Yes, what is the technical term for a brand? They have to pay a licence fee for it. My point is that that is between them and the trust. 

Q33 Chair: So there is nothing to stop the UTCs changing their name, if they were to go into a multi-academy trust, as far as you know. 

Jonathan Slater: No, and I have already referred to a couple of UTCs that changed into mainstream academies. 

Q34 Chair: Exactly. You have talked a little bit with Mr Simmonds about the interventions that the Department makes in UTCs. How are you measuring the successful nature of them? From what you have said, Mr Slater, most of the intervention now is about trying to make sure that any that are not sustainable are moved into multi-academy trusts. Is that your main intervention? Is that a fair summary?

Jonathan Slater: That is certainly one of them. Another is to look at the extent to which the age range is a problem or not. It is in some and it is not in others. That is why the Report refers to—at the time the Report was written—two 14 to 19 institutions that were going to become 11 to 19 institutions. Since that, in the last six months, another one has agreed to go 11 to 19. That is another intervention. If the problem is that it is just too hard to get kids at 14, then you do that.

As with all schools, there is the question of whether they could be using their resources more efficiently. You will not be surprised to hear that we have put school resource management advisers into most of the UTCs—into 33 of them—identifying £10 million-worth of savings, of which the first £4.3 million has been achieved. 

There are other ways in which we seek to ensure the sustainability of UTCs. I have referred to the fact that T-levels provide a good opportunity for quite a few of the UTCs. That is why three of them are early adopters of T-levels in 2020 and 2021. As we put funding into institutes of technology, there are opportunities for partnerships between them and UTCs. Lincoln’s partnership between the UTC and the institute of technology is a good opportunity. As we grow the infrastructure, making sure that that is helpful for UTCs rather than in competition with the UTCs is another opportunity that we have, so there are a number of strings to the bow.

Q35 Chair: Just going back to the money, how much of the £4.4 million that was owed when this was done, in June 2019, have UTCs repaid? 

Jonathan Slater: I do not think that any of that has been repaid yet. That is due to be repaid. I am obviously very happy to write to you with a schedule of when the payments are due to be made.

Q36 Chair: Are the deficits of the UTCs that we were discussing gross or net of the transitional funding?

Jonathan Slater: Some of the transitional funding has been used to reduce debt. Which is that—net or gross? They are allowed to count that as income.

Q37 Chair: Okay. That is quite interesting in itself. So they are getting extra money, effectively.

Jonathan Slater: What we have been doing since 2015-16 is identifying those UTCs that look like they could be financially sustainable and distinguishing them from those that we think will not be. If you close down all that are in deficit, you just write off all the debt and it would be gone, and thousands of kids would of course not get the good education that they are currently getting, so obviously one would not want to do that. One would want to identify those for which, with transitional funding, it would be sustainable, and you would not need to write off the whole debt. Obviously, I am happy to be held to account to the extent that we have got that judgment right in each case, but that is what we have been trying to do.

Q38 Chair: A lot of schools are really struggling for funding. We recognise that any new model, whether you think it is a good idea or not, is going to take a while to bed in, but there are lots of different models out there of different schools, some of which have been much more sustainable from day one. Figure 5 demonstrates one of the challenges on UTCs. Are you saying that, as the accounting officer, you are absolutely happy to justify the high level of transitional funding—the extra funding to keep these schools afloat, basically?

Jonathan Slater: Yes, faced with the situation that I found myself in. Obviously, it would be possible to imagine a world in which the Government would choose not to innovate with a new set of schools designed to take children halfway through their secondary school career for a non-academic curriculum. You could decide not to do that, and then my task is easier, but I did not take the job because it was easy. It is not difficult to see why, if you do that, you find a significant number of schools not full. 

Then my job, as you say, Chair, is to make sure that I am not throwing good money after bad, but putting funding in to support a system that can be sustained, and closing those schools that I do not think are sustainable. As I say, 10 have closed. We have agreed to open only one UTC since 2015, and it has not opened yet.

Q39 Chair: You have three more in the pipeline.

 Jonathan Slater: Three have applied for funding, but that does not mean that they are going to get it.

Q40 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: Mr Slater, as this hearing has gone on, I have become more and more concerned about a number of these UTCs, because you have placed reliance on most of them becoming members of a multi-academy trust. If you put a failing school into a multi-academy trust, that is a real challenge for the whole of that multi-academy trust and, in some cases, could put the whole multi-academy trust at risk. 

You have relied on the emerging T-levels. I have a college in emerging T-levels that thinks that they are going to go very well, but it is quite a leap of faith to think that they are going to go well. They still have a lot of work to do with employers. I just wonder whether your school advisers are being tough enough, and realistic enough, in their assessments of whether all 48 UTCs are really going to make it in the future.

Jonathan Slater: We would not want to put a UTC into a MAT if we thought that that was going to create an unsustainable multi-academy trust. It would be very important, as you say, not to destabilise things further. I have already pointed to some of the most successful UTCs being part of multi-academy trusts, so we want it to work well, not badly.

Q41 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: I am not concerned about the successful ones—the 15-odd to which Ofsted gives “good” or “outstanding”. A few at the other end are clearly in severe problems. They have a financial deficit, they are not getting a positive Ofsted rating, and they are not getting enough pupils. Are all of those realistically going to survive?

Jonathan Slater: I am not in a position to sit in front of you and say that we definitely will not close any more UTCs. We will take a hard-nosed approach, while seeking at the same time to protect children’s education. We will take the appropriate action, as we have before. If we were to find ourselves closing another UTC, or closing more than one UTC, we would have to deal with the practical consequences of children who would not be getting that education. Nevertheless, if that is what is in the best interests of the public purse, that is what we will do.

Q42 Mr Holden: Since 2010-11, the Department has spent £742 million opening these new UTCs. That is currently for just over 13,500 places that are occupied. Is that correct?

Jonathan Slater: It was correct at the time of the Report. I am just pausing because the numbers today are 14,500 children—48% occupancy, rather than 45%. That does not transform the nature of the world, but that is the most up-to-date data.

Q43 Mr Holden: That means that capital for each of these new schools that have opened since 2010 is still, even at 14,500, over £50,000 per pupil.

Jonathan Slater: It would be if we had not made alternative use of the capital of UTCs that have since closed. Whenever a UTC closes, one of our tasks relates to the capital that has been spent. Of the total funding that you referred to, 86% is capital. We want to make sure that all of that capital—the land, the buildings and the equipment—is reused for educational purposes. The Report is quite right that for the two UTCs that closed last summer we are still in negotiations regarding their educational use, but all eight that closed before last summer are now in reuse, as the Report identifies. That capital is not being spent on those children; it is being spent on other children now.

Q44 Mr Holden: In addition to the £50,000 that has been spent per place in the UTCs that are currently open, the annual amount of transitional funding and deficit funding that is non-recoverable is increasing year on year. We are now looking at the equivalent of between £800 and £1,000 per pupil of extra funding for UTCs. That has increased every year—in 2016-17, 2017-18 and 2018-19.

Chair: Mr Holden is referring to figure 10, to make it clear for anyone who is following this session.

Jonathan Slater: It is the case that the Government decided to put £200,000 per UTC in place in 2016-17, and therefore that continues each year. As I said earlier, the final year of that transitional funding starts in April 2020—next month—when that £200,000 goes down to £100,000, and then that is the end of it. It has certainly been going for some time, but it is decreasing now, rather than increasing.

Q45 Mr Holden: Can you do that because you are essentially off-rolling some of the poorer performing UTCs into relatively successful MATs—dumping them on them. What transitional funding are you giving to the MATs to take on these UTCs? 

Jonathan Slater: Obviously, I would not use the word “off-rolling”. I completely understand what you mean. We are putting UTCs into MATs to secure their financial future. One of the reasons why we are bringing that transitional funding to an end is that, increasingly, we are seeing a secure future for the UTCs as part of multi-academy trusts. 

Q46 Mr Holden: Is it the UTCs that are in most difficulty that you are placing in the multi-academy trusts or having taken on by them? 

Jonathan Slater: No. We would put a UTC into a multi-academy trust if we thought it was the right thing for that particular UTC in the circumstances it found itself in. It would be possible to imagine—you have 10 examples quoted in the Report—the best answer in the circumstances being the closure of the UTC. You would not automatically put any UTC into a multi-academy trust; it would depend on the circumstances. 

Q47 Mr Holden: So is it what is best for the MAT or best for the UTC, or is it a combination of both? 

Jonathan Slater: We are not in a position to force a multi-academy trust to take on a UTC. It has to work for them both. I do not have the legal powers to force either. 

Q48 Mr Holden: But you are in a position to induce them financially to do so. 

Jonathan Slater: I am in a position to encourage them. Where they identify a genuine cost in doing this, just as with any other school going into a multi-academy trust, I have the financial powers to encourage them, but I then sit in front of you if you spot any occasions where I have done that wrongly. I am happy to stand behind the choices that we make school by school. 

Q49 Mr Holden: Three quarters of the UTCs have under 60% occupancy. 

Chair: This is figure 5 on page 17.  

Mr Holden: Are any of the UTCs that are becoming part of MATs in the quarter that are in the 60%-plus occupancy range, or are they all below the 60%-plus occupancy range? 

Jonathan Slater: Are any of the UTCs that are going into MATs ones that have low numbers? 

Q50 Mr Holden: Are there any that you would describe as more successful—that is, they have 60% or higher numbers of pupils? 

Jonathan Slater: I do not know the answer to that question. I am happy to write to you on it. One of the things that the Department and the ESFA have been doing since 2016, in light of the 2015 review, is significantly adjusting downwards the assumed pupil numbers. Some assumptions were made right at the beginning of the programme, which have proved okay for a few of the UTCs, but typically not. So you end up in a significant amount of debt as a UTC, because you are funded in the first instance for pupils you have said you will take on, rather than pupils you actually have. A significant amount of debt is created like that. There is £10 million-worth of debt as a consequence of pupil numbers that were not, in practice, realised. What the ESFA has done is worked UTC by UTC to recognise the actual numbers of pupils that you could realistically take, and to bring that debt down, so far, by about half. So we have not just stuck with the original numbers; we have reduced them to recognise reality. 

Q51 Mr Holden: I have one last question. You mentioned that the number of pupils in UTCs was going up a little this year. I wondered how much of that was related, as a proportional increase, to general population—obviously we are talking about 14 to 18 or 11 to 18—rather than to the fact that the UTCs are suddenly much better at recruiting.  

Jonathan Slater: I am sorry—I was not seeking to claim that this was a transformation of the programme. It was just that you asked me whether there were 13,500 pupils, to which the answer is no: there are 14,223. That is all. They are 48% full, rather than 45% full. It was just a matter of fact, and I was sharing that with you.

Q52 Chair: Schools obviously offer the full curriculum as well as technical education, yet underperform in Ofsted terms. But it is also apparent that some of the Ofsted measures, such as Progress 8, do not apply very well to a school that takes pupils in at 14. 

Have you given any thought to adjusting the framework for Ofsted on inspecting UTCs, to maintain both a comparative inspection regime—so you can compare apples and pears—but also an element that might take better account of the differences?

Jonathan Slater: Yes. That is why the Ofsted handbook tells Ofsted inspectors not to use the Progress 8 measure when carrying out an Ofsted inspection of a UTC. 

Q53 Chair: It comes up on, I think, the first page of the inspection report. If you were a parent looking up a UTC in your area—if you got that far— 

Laura Brackwell: Chair, I think you are referring to the Department’s “know your school” data.

Chair: Forgive me; thank you.

Jonathan Slater: We report on Progress 8, the EBacc and all the rest of it for every school—that is true. Why would one hide the facts? But Ofsted inspectors are specifically told not to use a Progress 8 measure as an input to their inspection of a UTC. That is what the handbook says and that is what they are told to do. They are told instead to make more use of destination data, for the reason implied by your question.

Q54 Chair: I just think that if you are a parent looking around to see what might work, you might look at the DFE website and find the information that Laura Brackwell highlighted from the National Audit Office. You might then look at the bare numbers, and it would not look so good even if you didn’t understand what they were referring to. Actually, when you get to the second page, lower down the list of the measures, it does start saying that UTCs should be measured differently because they have a different cohort.

Jonathan Slater: Your point is that we could make that more prominent on our website. I am very happy to look at that question, clearly.

Q55 Chair: It is a minefield for parents if they are looking; they might be looking at a 14-plus school for an 11-year-old without even realising it at that point. You wouldn’t necessarily know when looking at normal transition stages that a UTC is for 14-year-olds, until you dig a bit deeper.

You talk about destination data. Figure 11 is useful in this respect. The destination data suggests that there is actually quite a lot of comparability between UTCs on sustained education, apprenticeship or employment at key stage 4 and key stage 5. Some time ago, the Department was looking at longer-term measures of where young people were going. Are you managing that through all the cohort, including pupils from UTCs? There is information from the Baker Dearing trust, but is the Department also measuring the destination, long term, of graduates of UTCs?

Jonathan Slater: The difference between what the Baker Dearing trust does and what we do is that they look for immediate information about what has happened to the young people as soon as they have left—the heads of the UTCs, as I understand it, will contact parents or the young people themselves: “What are you doing in September?”, although it is obviously a bit more scientific than that. What we are doing is longer-term data, tracking what has happened to them.

Q56 Chair: To be clear: you are doing that equally for UTC pupils?

Jonathan Slater: Which is why, as you said, in figure 11 the NAO was able to compare the two. The downside of our reporting is that it is significantly lagged—we have to wait to see whether they got a job and sustained it. That is why this data is from 2016-17 and why Ken Baker says that he can tell you what is happening right now. Those are both interesting, but that is what we do. 

Q57 Chair: Do you do a comparison with the lifetime data from the UTCs, which they provide comprehensively—perhaps more comprehensively, one could argue, than if you lumped together all other schools, partly, obviously, because they have an interest in it? Do you follow through what that says and compare it with the longer-term data to see whether it measures—

Jonathan Slater: I think they are telling a similar story, really, aren’t they, in which, as figure 11 says, if you go to a UTC, you are more likely to go into an apprenticeship at key stage 4 and even more at key stage 5 than to remain in full-time education, and significantly more likely to do a higher-level apprenticeship than to remain in full-time education at key stage 5. I think that that is the same basic message you get from the more short-term information from the Baker Dearing Educational Trust and our longer-term analysis.

Q58 Chair: The sustained destination data was something that had strong cross-party support when it was introduced under the coalition Government, so it is interesting to see how it is playing out. Are you now using that as part of your planning for the future types of schools, given that you have applications from free schools, academies and UTCs wanting to come on stream? You are looking at information geographically as well, presumably. Are you using that to inform decisions about agreeing new schools and about what kind of T-levels and other education and training support the Department funds and provides? 

Jonathan Slater: There are pros and cons to machinery of government changes, obviously. One of the advantages of the most recent one that I was on the receiving end of was that it gave the Education Department responsibility for education and training from cradle to grave, whereas up until 2016—obviously, it has changed over the years, but when I arrived—we were interested in academic education up to the age of 18 and not apprenticeships. The responsibility for thinking about a successful apprenticeships programme, the adult education programme and the whole thing definitely puts more of a focus in the Department since that machinery of government change on destinations, not just on exam results. 

Q59 Chair: Sorry, but are the destinations then informing future policy? So, if you find that there is a skew in destinations where you are perhaps getting a higher share of apprenticeships over higher education or vice versa, or where you have a certain technical area that is not getting enough young people going into it, do you then look back and see how you can adjust and support schools and colleges, through funding and other mechanisms, to make sure that they are training people for the right things? 

Jonathan Slater: Yes, we are definitely looking increasingly at what happens to young people once they have left school. One of the most powerful ways in which we can do so, of course, is the LEO database. Money is not everything, but we now have very good data about the economic impacts in the world of work of individual qualifications, of a sort that we never had before, because it takes time for this longitudinal data to build up. That is absolutely informing future advice to Ministers. 

Q60 Chair: We will have to wait for Ministers to make decisions on that. One thing that struck me, because Mulberry Schools Trust wrote in, as a girls’ UTC and girls’ multi-academy trust, about the percentage of pupils at UTCs who are male—72% male—was that that figure was extraordinarily high. What are you doing to encourage, or can you do anything to encourage, more girls to join the UTCs at the age of 14 or, indeed, 11 now in some cases? 

Jonathan Slater: I knew that there was going to be a downside to my standing down my two colleagues—that there was going to be a moment when I could not answer your questions—and I think that moment has arrived. I cannot point to—I don’t know. I don’t know the answer to that question, and I am very happy to come back to you on it. 

Q61 Chair: It is interesting that Mulberry Schools Trust set up theirs two and a half years ago from scratch as part of a multi-academy trust, which is quite different to most of the other UTCs. Obviously, it is early days, but that seems to wrap technical education into an existing school set-up rather than trying, to put it crudely, to retrofit a 14 to 19 model on a system that perhaps was not geared up for 14 to 19. Do you have any views on the relative success of approaches, given that you are scooping most of this into MATs—sorry, I am falling into my own forbidden zone, multi-academy trusts? Do you think that having them as part of a school group is going to mean that you can preserve the best of the technical education while encouraging pupils to apply? 

Jonathan Slater: There is no point hiding it, and Ken Baker has been very clear that his idea was to create a different model that would seek to disrupt; a 14 to 19 model that would stand alone, challenge the status quo, and who knew what would happen eventually? In practice, particularly given the change in Government policy in 2010, we are looking for ways of aligning the UTC model with the Government’s model more generally. 

I have already spoken about the extent to which we see multi-academy trusts as a helpful answer to most UTCs, whereas when I arrived in the Department, the Baker Dearing Educational Trust would not have wanted to see UTCs as part of MATs, other than with other UTCs, because the UTCs were special and different, and they were going to challenge the system. I am not saying whether that was right or wrong; I am just describing it. We have now moved on, in the light of the realities we face.

Q62 Chair: Just touching on the realities, the UTC in Hackney in my constituency closed quite rapidly, of course, and one of the challenges there was advertising places to children at the point of transition at 14. Do you give guidance to local education authorities? You touched on this earlier and said that it was partly up to schools to advertise this. If you are going to have part of a school system at 14—starting at 14, in a system that also has transitions at 11, 16 and 18—how will it work unless you let parents know that this is even an option? What do you do to advertise it better?

Jonathan Slater: Back in 2017 we required local authorities to write to parents setting out the offer that was available, and in 2018 we put forward legislation, which Parliament supported, to require schools that were not UTCs to provide information to their pupils on the neighbouring UTCs, because not all schools had seen that as their job. The Report identifies that we wrote to five multi-academy trusts that we had evidence were not letting their pupils know about the existence of UTCs, and now they do. 

Q63 Chair: You can write a letter, but we all know that a school that has a pupil on roll, with the cash that goes with that—let us be clear—can find lots of ways of persuading pupils that it is in their best interests to stay in the school. Quite heavy pressure can be applied. That cuts to the question of whether a 14 to 19 model can fit into a system in most parts of the country where the transition is at 11. 

Jonathan Slater: I think Lord Baker had it in mind that 14 was the right time for young people to make the choice more generally, and he was working on a 14 to 19 curriculum for the whole country. That was Government policy back in 2007, but it isn’t now—I am not commenting on whether that is good or bad, of course; I am a civil servant. The evidence shows that it can work, and indeed that it is working, for example in Hull, Workington, Reading, Sheffield and so on, but it is not working in some other areas, and that is because it is hard. Where it can work, we will support UTCs to thrive; where it does not, we will take the action that we have been taking. 

Q64 David Simmonds: I want to ask about the role of local authorities, following what you have just said. On the point about admissions, I would be interested to know your level of assurance on the extent to which those letters are getting out to their destinations. I know from personal experience that the view that can come back, certainly from local academy schools, is, “We are a separate data-controlling entity, so we are not giving out addresses so that you can write to the parents of children at our school; this is your problem.” The local authority was in a bind about that. That may or may not have been sorted. 

You made the point about the Department considering moving UTCs into MATs as a way of bringing about performance improvement or sustainability. The evidence is very clear that local authorities are the most effective in bringing about performance improvement for Ofsted judgments; they have a performance advantage over MATs that is growing, and that has been clear for many years. I would be interested to know whether the Department has a view of the role that local authorities will play in relation to struggling UTCs.

Jonathan Slater: I might have been asked at a previous meeting of the Committee what evidence I had that multi-academy trusts delivered a better education for their pupils than local authorities, and I argued that this is a complicated subject and that it is very difficult to make a like-for-like comparison, so I do not think that I can concede the opposite either. It is very difficult to make a like-for-like comparison—

Q65 David Simmonds: Perhaps I might clarify the question. One of the statistics that is gathered is about the improvement in schools that receive an adverse judgment—do they become good or outstanding at the subsequent Ofsted inspection? The statistic is very clear that if a school remains as a local authority-maintained school, it is much more likely to have improved at the subsequent Ofsted inspection than if it is transferred to a multi-academy trust. Given that 52% of UTCs are good or outstanding—that is the figure in the Report—and therefore the remainder are less than that, there would seemingly be an obvious role for local authorities in bringing about that performance improvement, given that they will be better at it, according to those statistics, than a MAT would be.  

Jonathan Slater: Look, I am an ex-director of education of a local authority, so I am not going to say that councils cannot improve schools. The data that the Department normally points to on the efficacy of transferring schools from local authority control to academies is the statistic that shows that 70% of inadequate schools under local authority-maintained circumstances became good or outstanding as a consequence of becoming academies. But this territory is debated and it gets quite political quite quickly, doesn’t it? What the role of local government should be in respect of schools was an active debate in the last election, so this is probably not useful territory for me to get into. 

Q66 David Simmonds: Just to come back to the question, is the answer to, “What consideration has the Department given to the role of local authorities, given their proven track record as an engine of improvement?” that the Department has not considered it, or that it has considered it but does not wish to proceed down that route?

Jonathan Slater: Ministers have no wish to transfer UTCs to local authority control. They see a role for local government in promoting UTCs in the way that I described. I am very happy to follow up, if it would be helpful, the example you gave earlier of schools—if I understood you right—making that role for the local authority difficult, because we would want them to be able to do that. 

Q67 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: Don’t get me wrong with my questions—I think we badly need to promote STEM subjects in this country. Some UTCs have produced a very good result, but others, where they have been going for four or five years, are less than 50% full. They have been given huge financial support. How long do you go on trying to make them successful? 

Jonathan Slater: You continue to fund them if you see them having a sustainable future and you stop funding them if they do not. The way I answered the question earlier was that we look for whether they have a three-year financial plan that demonstrates that they can get out of financial difficulties, if they are in them, and if they have not got a credible plan to get out of the deficit—on the basis of that three-year plan—we explore with them what it would take to do so. That goes back to all the options that I described earlier. If we think that with the application of one or more of those options—the MATs, the age range, and so on—they can be made financially sustainable, we make any continued funding dependent on that. If either we do not think that that is achievable or they say no, we would close them down. 

Q68 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: You make it sound as though it is all about finances, but the fact is that some of them are still less than 50% full, after four or five years. Does that not rather prove that there is not the demand in that particular area, or that the cohort that they have within them is so difficult in that area that they are never going to succeed there? I wonder whether there is too much of a degree of optimism about some of these UTCs and whether you ought to consider pulling the plug quicker. Coupled with that question, how much more taxpayers’ money goes into some of these failing UTCs before you do pull the plug?

Jonathan Slater: As I said, we have just brought the transitional funding programme to an end in the way that I described. The fact that a UTC has been able to recruit only half as many pupils as originally planned is obviously—well, use whatever adjective you want, but that does not mean of itself that that UTC is not financially sustainable. The question is whether you can sustain it financially at a significantly lower level of pupils than was the original plan. In a way, it is of historical interest that they originally hoped to get more pupils than they got. The question is: is the number of pupils they have got financially sustainable now? If it is, that’s okay; if not, what would it need to be, and can we get there? If so, great, but if we can’t, we close it down. That is the way I would see it. Certainly it is embarrassing for UTCs not to have as many pupils as originally planned, but the question now is: they are where they are, so can you sustain them?

Q69 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: Given that you will stop this additional funding after the end of this year and you are going to set them a really tough three-year target, can we take it that when we are discussing this in three years’ time, they will have either met the target or been closed down?

Jonathan Slater: I would expect that, if we do this again in three years’ time, we will be able to point to having secured financially sustainable plans for each of these UTCs or closed them down. The fact of the matter is that, since the NAO looked at this back in 2016, we have accepted only one new application, and it has not even opened yet, because we were not prepared to open it until we were certain. It opens in September, and it has got 300 applications—“So, okay, we will accept that one, in Doncaster.” We have closed 10. I am not telling you that we are going to start taking a tough approach; we have been taking a tough approach and we will continue to do so.

Q70 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: While I am on my feet—metaphorically, as it were—on the role the Baker Dearing Educational Trust, you had to enter into a new memorandum of understanding with them. Are you satisfied that, as a result of that new memorandum, they are helping the cause of these UTCs going forward? After all, they cost each one £10,000 per year. Do they provide value for money and also an enlightened future? Until you virtually made them change their memorandum, they were opposed to UTCs going into multi-academy trusts. Are they really enlighteningly taking the sector forward?

Jonathan Slater: I would not want to adjudicate between the Baker Dearing Educational Trust and individual schools as to whether they take that licence or not. I would not want to play that role in front of you; I would want UTCs to make the judgment for themselves. Clearly, the trust can point to how it has supported lots of UTCs to succeed; equally, others have not. It is hard to imagine the UTC model having got to where it has without the trust, and without Lord Baker in particular, but the relationship is between him and them.

Q71 James Wild: On the same issue of the Baker Dearing Educational Trust, paragraph 8 of the Report refers to £893,000 paid by the Department to the trust. Have you made any payments since that date?

Jonathan Slater: No.

Q72 James Wild: Okay. You mentioned in response to Sir Geoffrey that the level of the fee that UTCs have to pay to Baker Dearing was not really a matter for the Department, but is that really the case when you approve schools that you know will use the licence? You have a clear interest in how the trust operates and the rather unique role it plays in educational establishments, particularly compared to how other free schools work, as they have no similar approval or licensing model. Is the Department really neutral on the cost effectively doubling from £5,500 to £10,000 a year?

Jonathan Slater: I am saying that, in assessing the sustainability or otherwise of an existing UTC or an application for a new one, our expectations are that it is able to balance its books and deliver a good education to its pupils. We do not make any allowance for the fact that they make a payment to the Baker Dearing Educational Trust. Whether they get good value for that is a matter for them—they have to demonstrate to us that they are financially sustainable and that they can deliver a good-quality education. 

Q73 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: In your view, Mr Slater, how much are these UTCs under a moral, if not an actual, obligation to continue to describe to the trust, given the trust has the intellectual property rights to this whole idea?

Jonathan Slater: Sorry—

Q74 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: What I am trying to get at is whether these UTCs feel morally obligated to keep paying what is quite a lot of money—£10,000 per year—for something for which they are not necessarily getting value for money. In response to Mr Wild’s question, that must concern you. 

Jonathan Slater: If an existing UTC felt that it was not getting good value for money from using the brand, the logo and the services, it could not call itself a UTC anymore, but it could carry on being an institution providing the education it wanted to. Whether it is getting good value for money is a matter for it. If it did not, it would not be able to call itself a UTC, because that brand is owned by Baker Dearing. I want UTCs to think about that question for themselves and make their judgments based on their circumstances, not altogether differently from the way that schools in a multi-academy trust will receive services; they pay for them and they have to judge whether they get good value for money. 

Q75 Chair: Going back to what Mr Wild asked, one of our colleagues, my hon. Friend the Member for Plymouth, Sutton and Devonport (Luke Pollard), raised concerns about the UTC there, where it is below roll by 80%, yet according to him Baker Dearing was keener to keep the branding than it was to try to tackle the issue about roll. I have paraphrased, but that was reported to the Committee by that Member as evidence. 

There is a point when the licensing can get in the way of making sure that a school is viable, if the UTC branding is what dominates the future of the school. Given that you are encouraging a lot to become members of multi-academy trusts, and it does not appear that any of the ones you will approve will be stand-alone 14-to-19 UTCs, could you clarify that? Am I right?

Jonathan Slater: If you are referring to applications that have been made, we have not announced what we are doing with those applications yet. They are being considered. 

Chair: And some of those have their intake at 14.

Jonathan Slater: Of the three applications we have had—no. 

Chair: No. Therefore, intakes at 11. Basically, the old UTC brand of 14-to-19 education has pretty much gone. 

Jonathan Slater: No, there are successful models in place. 

Chair: Existing ones, but not any new ones in the pipeline. 

Jonathan Slater: It has definitely been the case that, on the back of the 2015 review, we have taken a whole set of actions. 

Q76 Chair: That begs the question, why are they still using the branding and having to pay the fee to be UTCs if they are starting at 11 rather than the 14-to-19 model, which is the UTC branding?

Jonathan Slater: As I say, that is a judgment that they need to make. I referred to a couple of ex-UTCs that have judged that the support they got was not what they needed in the circumstances they found themselves in. Equally, it will be possible to see how the UTC brand would be a very helpful and positive one if it draws from examples of success of the sort that I have referred to. I could refer to others where they have been able to demonstrate really powerful partnerships with individual universities and employers.  

Q77 Chair: So what is the difference between the Baker Dearing UTC brand and a multi-academy trust saying, “We want to open another academy”?

Jonathan Slater: Until 2015 we had a bespoke application round for UTCs.
Chair: Exactly.

Jonathan Slater: Since 2015 we haven’t. We are prepared to consider applications of all sorts. The whole nature of the free schools programme is designed to encourage innovation. Since 2015 we haven’t sought separate UTC applications, partly for the reasons we have been discussing and partly because the innovation has been created, hasn’t it? The financial challenge of more of these is obvious.

Q78 Chair: How many free schools have you had applying—and how many have you approved—that have a technical element to their education, possibly in addition to their academic curriculum?

Jonathan Slater: I am going to have to write to you about that.

Q79 Chair: Do you get what I am driving at? Are UTCs and future UTCs really UTCs? When does a UTC stop being a UTC? When it takes children at 11? Other schools are doing the same thing.

Jonathan Slater: As I understand it, although I wasn’t here at the time, the idea of the model was to get more technical education into secondary schools, get more focus on destinations, get more STEM subjects and to change the nature of what secondary schools did. If, over time, more secondary schools do that, rather than just UTCs, I guess that would be an example of the success of the model.

Q80 Chair: So, going back to Mr Simmonds’ first question, that is what success looks like—you don’t have UTCs because all schools are doing this.

Jonathan Slater: I wouldn’t go that far.

Chair: Okay, so tell me the limits on what you just said.

Jonathan Slater: I am pointing out that the originators of the programme clearly had in mind that there was a strong case for more technical education and focus on apprenticeships in the secondary school system as a whole. If one sees more of that, rather than more UTCs, you could see that as a success for the programme, not a failure.

Chair: I thank you for your time, unless anyone else has any questions? No.

Good luck. We understand from the press conference that there have been no particular announcements about schools. You held the line, Mr Slater, but there is no line yet on school closures, except that they are not going to close at the moment. That is one little bit of certainty that they are staying open for now. Speaking personally, I think that is probably a good thing, but that is partly because I am a working mum.

Thank you for your time. The uncorrected transcript will be up on the website in the next couple of days. We wish you the best as you may have to plan for challenging circumstances ahead. Our report will be out in the next month to six weeks, depending on circumstances.

Jonathan Slater: Thank you, Chair.
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