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Funding Formulae; Funding Madness

Many readers will know something of the ‘highly sophisticated’ formula that determines how the Further Education Funding Council finances courses. An eight hour course yields no money, a nine hour course triggers finance. A fifty nine hour course produces - exactly the same sum of money! At sixty hours there is a jump in FEFC income, and then the sum remains the same until 120 hours is reached, at ‘load band three’. 

The simple madness of this has been effortlessly and instantly observed by every layperson who has been patient enough to listen as I explain it. What is going on? Who came up with this bright idea? Why haven’t they been fired? Are the colleges lobbying against this absurdity? If not, why not? If so, why doesn’t somebody listen?

There is, I think, something to be said for formula funding. But most of that ‘something’ is likely to be rude when the formulae concocted do not produce coherent and intelligent results.    In the Beginning was the Word (for Windows); at the End was the Spreadsheet (Excel). Now that accountants rule the Earth, cost benefit analysis is applied to every facet of existence except...cost benefit analysis itself, whose costs, (financial and human) are underestimated, whose benefits are exaggerated and poorly defined, and whose analysis tends towards the banal. 

The trouble is that numbers frighten most people and so, when banality is expressed numerically, many education administrators are too worried about whether or not they will be able to do their sums correctly to be able to notice and complain about just how silly the whole business has become.

We sometimes like to think that education is concerned about the development of human values, experience, meaning and purpose but none of this, of course, shows up in any of the forms and formulae. It is not as if improvements are difficult to find. A child could do better in a simple maths lesson. For example, costs rise for, and are best spread over, every extra hour of teaching provided. Simple arithmetic will produce a unit of funding per hour which can then be given a percentage addition according to each and every priority the Funding Council wants to encourage. 

As it stands, though, we get 655% more per hour for 9 hour courses compared with 59 hour courses. We are advised that we should not be ‘influenced’ by this when making plans; yet the whole point of formula funding is to produce a formula that rewards recipients who achieve stated priorities. If 9 hour courses are not a priority why are we saddled with a formula that rewards them so heavily? And, if we are supposed to be shrewd market operators, how can we be expected to avoid trying to maximise our income accordingly?

Funding by formula is supposed to promote efficiency and sharpen priorities in a ‘market’ environment. In many ways, though, it’s a bit like going back to the Middle Ages and the life and times of scholastic monks. How so? Scholastic, monkish, academics, were not interested in observing testing and experimenting in the world outside their cloisters. Instead they examined and interpreted ancient Greek and Biblical texts. Learning was bookish, backward looking and driven from the top down, by ‘learned’ authority figures who could not be questioned but who had to be deciphered, translated, elucidated, explicated. 

And so it is today for educational administrators. It is not a part of our brief to look at the actual, empirical, world and consider what are real, sensible, costs and benefits. Instead, we are squashed and contracted to live in a world of ‘funding units’ and the lattice of (would-be) ‘logic’ around which they are structured. An unknown inner sanctum of patriarchs at the FEFC define their Axioms; ‘Let there be Entry Units, On Programme Units, Cost Weighting Factors, Achievement Units; and the number of Entry Units shalt be 3.8, and the Cost Weighting Factors shalt be A, B and C, and A shalt be 1.0 and B shalt be 1.2 and C shalt be 1.4’ etc. 

We then find ourselves creating Byzantine Bureacracies whose senior servants interpret the FEFC texts in the way that discussions took place about the number of Angels that could be fitted on a pin head. Now we wonder, like a would-be St Thomas Aquinas, about the number of funding units that can be attached, pinned, penned, processed around the head of a student. 

We are so busy doing our sums that we don’t stop to ask why 3.8 entry units? Why not 3.9, or 2.7? Where is the sense and reason in all this? Arbitrary sums of money are allocated to education; sums which, by general consent, are much smaller than requirements. And then arbitrary formulae are hatched up among the contemporary Thomists at the FEFC. We set our computers to work churning through the numbers, chewing through endless forms, cheering ourselves in the hope that, within this educational Lottery, our numbers will come up and we will be 0.35% ahead of the competition, scoring a 3 in D and thereby achieve praise from DFEE and FEFC. 

Is there a way out? Of course there is. Never mind utopia, a rudimentary sanity would be worth working for; where current obsessions and authoritarianism were replaced with something a little more simple, sensible, sensitive and democratic. Of course there is a better way. There are dozens of better ways. Indeed it is harder to think of a way of making the present funding arrangements more silly than they are. No doubt the scholastics are working on it though. Any signs yet of a Renaissance?

The Gospel According to Funding Units
In the Beginning was the Word for Windows (at the End will be the Spreadsheet in Excel) and the Word was with the FEFC and the Word was the FEFC.

The colleges were in the beginning with the FEFC.

All colleges were made by the FEFC and without the FEFC was not anything made that was made.

In the FEFC were Funding Units and the F.U.s were the light of Educators. (Trainers).

And the Funding Units shone on the educators and the educators comprehended them not.

There was a man sent from the FEFC whose name was .................................. (add your own local worthy interpreter of the FEFC texts).
The same came for a witness, to bear witness of the FEFC, that all educators through him might believe.

And the FEFC saith, Let there be Entry Units: and there were Entry Units, (4,4,8,8 and 8 respectively).

And the FEFC saw the Entry Units, that they were good: and the FEFC divided the Entry Units from the On Programme Units.

And the FEFC called the On Programme Units Cost Weighting Factors A, B and C, and Cost Weighting Factor A was the first Cost Weighting Factor.

And the FEFC said, Let there be Load Bands in the midst of the funding units, and let them divide the units from the units.

And the FEFC made the load bands, and divided the funding units which were under load band 2 from the units that were over load band 2: and it was so.

And the FEFC called the load bands 9-59 hours, 60-119 hours, 120-209 hours and 210-329 hours, and the evening and the morning were the second day.

And the FEFC said, Let the Units in the Load Bands be gathered into Fee Remission, Child Care and Achievement components, and it was so.

And the FEFC called ABE/ESOL as its own load band and the FEFC saw that it was good.

And the FEFC said, Let Cost Weighting Factor A bring forth 3.8 on programme units at load band 1, and 10.0 at load band 2, and 18.4 at load band 3 and 30.2 at load band 4: and it was so.

And Cost Weighting Factor A brought forth 1.0 weightyness and B and C brought forth 1.2 weightingness and 1.4 weightfulnesses respectively, and the FEFC saw that this was good.

And the evening and the morning were the third day.

And the FEFC said, Let the 1.2 in B deliver 4.5, 12.0, 22 and 36.2 funding units respectively.

And Let there be 5.3, 14.0, 25.7 and 42.3 in C.

And the FEFC made Fee Remission Units; 1.5 in load band 1, 4.0 in load band 2, 7.3 in load band 3 and a mighty 12.0 in load band 4.

And the FEFC said, Let the funding units for Child Care be the same as the funding units for Fee Remission, but let the funding units for Achievement be different. And it was so.

And the evening and the morning were the fourth day.

And the FEFC said Let the Achievements in load band 1 bring forth only 0.4 funding units, but in load band 2 be more abundant at 1.0 units and load band 3 fly higher at 1.7 and load band four be a great whale that may deliver 2.9 achievement units.

And the FEFC created great wails, and every living educator that moveth, which the funding units confused abundantly, after their kind, and every winged departmental head after his kind: and the FEFC saw that it was good.

And the FEFC blessed them, saying, Be fruitful, and multiply, and till the courses in the colleges, and let students multiply in their achievements, but let it all cost less and less, for more and more.

And the evening and the morning were the fifth day.

And FEFC said, Let the colleges bring forth the living creature after his kind, students, and creeping things, and beasts of the hierarchies after his kind: and it was so.

And the FEFC made students after their kind, and creeping lecturers and beastly administrators after their kind: and the FEFC saw that it was good.

And the FEFC said, Let us make people in our image; after our likeness: and let us dominate them with confusion and fear and division and addition and multiplication and let them creep and crawl as best they may within and around our dispensation. 

So the FEFC created people in its own image, and they were unitised, sanitised, robotised, divided, isolated, alienated. And they crept and crawled as best they may within its arbitrary and ever shrinking dispensation. And they cried, but did not complain. And they comprehended it not.  

And the FEFC saw every thing that it had made, and saw that it controlled everything, and, behold, it was very good. And the evening and the morning were the sixth day.

And then the man in the college who would interpret the FEFC whose name was ................................. said, Six days and nights have passed, and now you must listen to me. I shall myself be issuing Guidance Notes on Marginal Funding Rates, (£16.40 per unit), Capital Supplements of 28p per unit on Schedule 2, but not on non Schedule 2). 

The Demand Led Element will be £6.50 per unit for both S2 and non S2. The average level for 1996-97 will be £9.15 per non S2 and £11.05 for S2 (including the capital supplement). 

Further Guidance on Monitoring, Withdrawal, Requirements, Timetabling, External Accreditation and Other Issues will follow. 


 

