
Understanding the funding shortfall in 
sixth form education

Final Report for the Sixth Form Colleges Association
October 2018



2

The government freeze on sixth form funding combined with a sharp increase in 
running costs has led to a significant funding shortfall in Sixth Form Colleges

Á Funding for 16-19 education in Sixth Form Colleges has declined by 22%in real 
terms since 2010/11 (£4,850per student per annum compared to £6,230)

Á Over the same period, there was a 6.5% increasein the number of students per 
Sixth Form College, but a 15% reduction in the average number of teaching staff per 
college. 

Á The average Sixth Form College recorded a net deficit of £110 per student in 
2016/17 compared to a net surplus of £190 per student in 2010/11 (in real terms). 

Á Accounting for inflation, an extra £760 per student per annum would be needed in 
2020/21 to continue providing a high quality education (i.e. to enhance student 
support services, provide 3 hours of additional non-qualification time, and protect 
subjects that are under threat/have recently been dropped).

Á A further £140 per student would be required in 2020/21 to meet the cost of the 
ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ tŜƴǎƛƻƴ {ŎƘŜƳŜ

Summary of findings
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Introduction and objectives

London Economics were commissioned by the Sixth Form Colleges Association to analyse the funding 
shortfall in sixth form (16-19) education in Sixth Form Colleges (SFCs)- in terms of the shortfall 
between the resources available for the delivery of the current (2016-17) curriculum and:

Á The funding that was available to deliver the 2010/11 curriculum (before the reduction in 16-19 
funding and substantial increase in running costs); and

Á The funding required to deliver an internationally-competitive curriculum, that would involve:

ſWideningthe current curriculum, by increasing student support services (e.g. additional mental 
health services, investment in education technology), increasing non-qualification time by 3 
hoursper learner per week (e.g. employability, enrichment and pastoral activities), and 
retaining/re-introducing 3 subjects with low student numbers that are under threat/have 
recently been dropped; and

ſ Deepeningthe current curriculum, by increasing total weekly contact hours per learner to 25 
hours*; and

All of these funding shortfalls are calculated in terms of funding per learner (per year)2.

* Please refer to the Annex for more information on the methodological approach underlying the analysis.
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Size and scope of the curriculum: 16-19 
learners

Á From approximately 150,000 students aged 16-
19 attending Sixth Form Colleges in 2010/11, 
there has been an increase in student numbers 
of approximately 12,500 over the period to 
2016/17 (equivalent to 8.5%)*.

Á On average, the student roll within Sixth Form 
Colleges has increased from 1,702to 1,806on 
average per college ςequivalent to an increase 
of 6.5%. 
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Total # of 16-19 learners across SFCs 

Average # of 16-19 learners per college

Source: Basedon 16-19 funding allocationsfor 2010/11 and 2016/17 (see Department for Education(2010) and Education
FundingAgency(2016)).
Note: Thenumberof learnersin 2010/11 includesall learnersincludedin the 16-18 fundingallocationspublishedby the (former)
YoungtŜƻǇƭŜΩǎLearningAgency(YPLA)for that year. This includeslearnersaged 16-18, as well as learnersaged19-24 with
learningdifficulties and/or disabilities. Similarly,the number of learnersin 2016/17 includesall learnersincludedin the 16-19
fundingallocationspublishedby the (former)EducationFundingAgency(EFA)for that year. Thisincludeslearnersaged16-19, as
well aslearnersagedup to 25who havebeenissuedanEducation,HealthandCareplanby their LocalAuthority.
This inclusion of learners in both age groups was based on the fact that the EFA funding data did not provide a breakdown of 
funded learners across these groups.

*The information is based on  88Sixth Form Colleges in 2010/11, and 90 in 2016/17. We merged data college-level data for both 
years based on the list of colleges operating in 2016/17, and excluded any colleges that were operating in 2010/11 but were no 
longer operating in 2016/17. For colleges that merged between the two years, we included the merged (i.e. new) institution in
2016/17, but not the original separate institutions in 2010/11.
For more information, please refer to the Annex. 
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Size and scope of the curriculum:
Staff associated with 16-19 provision

Á Following the decline in funding since 2010/11 (and despite the 6.5%increase in student numbers), Sixth 
Form Colleges have responded by reducing the number of staff ςfrom an average of 163 per college in 
2010/11 to 145 in 2016/17. This 11% decline in staff was concentrated amongst teaching staff(decreasing 
from 97 to 82 on average (15%)).

Á The reduction in teaching workforce has resulted in a 28%increase in the average learner-to-teaching staff 
ratio across the sector (from 18:1 to 23:1)

Average # of FTE staff associated with 16-19 
provision per college, by type

Average learner-per-staff ratio, by type

There has been a 15% declinein the average number of teachers in Sixth Form Colleges 
since 2010/11 ςalongside a 6% increasein the number of students. 

Source: Basedon 2010/11 and2016/17 collegefinancialaccounts(seeSkillsFundingAgencyandEducationFundingAgency(2012) andEducationandSkillsFundingAgency(2018)).
Note: All staff are measuredin full-time equivalent(FTE). Other staff includeadministrationstaff, operationalstaff, maintenancestaff, and other typesof collegestaff. All valueshavebeenadjustedςfrom total valuesper
collegeςto the numberof staff associatedwith 16-19provisiononly. Pleaserefer to the Annexfor more information.
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What has happened to college income?

Á The increase in learner-per-teacher ratios is a 
direct result of the reduction in funding
available to Sixth Form Colleges ςand the 
subsequent reduction in the number of 
teaching staff. 

Á Between 2010/11 and 2016/17, total funding 
available to SFCs declined by £680 per 
student in nominal terms (12.3%). 

Á In total, Colleges received approximately
£430,000 less in 2016/17 compared to
2010/11 (equivalent to 11 teachers). This is 
despite educating 104more students on 
average between the two years

Á However in real terms (adjusting for inflation), the £5,530 that was available in 2010/11 is equivalent to £6,230 
in real terms in 2016/17. This means that, in real terms, there has been a £1,380 reduction in income over the 
period ςequivalent to a 22%decline.

Á The real decline was concentrated in the core YPLA/EFA funding category ςa decline of 21%- and a 46%in 
other funding body grants (predominantly Skills Funding Agency/Higher Education Funding Council).

In real terms, there has been a 22% decline in funding for Sixth Form Colleges since 
2010/11 ςequivalent to £1,380 per student per annum.

Average college income per 16-19 learner per year, by type

Source: Basedon 2010/11 and2016/17 collegefinancialaccounts(seeSkillsFundingAgencyandEducationFundingAgency(2012)
andEducationandSkillsFundingAgency(2018)).
Note: All valuesare roundedto the nearest£10, and havebeenadjustedςfrom total valuesper collegeςto the level of income
associatedwith 16-19provisiononly. Pleaserefer to the Annexfor more information.
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What has happened to college expenditures?

Á In line with the reduction in income, 
there has been a reduction in both 
staff and non-staff expenditure in 
2016/17 compared to 2010/11.

Á In real terms, there has been a 23%
reduction in teaching staff 
expenditure; a 9%reduction in 
support staffexpenditure; a 21% 
reduction in administration staff 
expenditure; a 33% reduction in 
operational staffexpenditure; and a 
17%reduction in non-staff 
expenditure.

Á Of the total of £1,080 expenditure reductions (per learner) that Sixth Form Colleges have been forced to 
make following the erosion of funding, 61% has come from front line teaching activity (i.e. teaching staff 
costs), with a further 10%from other staff costs. The remaining 29%has been achieved through 
reductions in non-staff expenditures.

The reduction in teaching staff expenditures accounts for 61% of the 
total decline in college expenditures

Reduction in 
other staff 

expenditure: 10%

Reduction in non-staff 
expenditure: 29%

Average college expenditure per 16-19 learner per year, by type

Source: Basedon 2010/11 and2016/17 collegefinancialaccounts(seeSkillsFundingAgencyandEducationFundingAgency(2012)
andEducationandSkillsFundingAgency(2018)).
Note: All valuesare rounded to the nearest £10, and have been adjustedςfrom total valuesper collegeςto the level of
expenditureassociatedwith 16-19provisiononly. Pleaserefer to the Annexfor more information.
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²Ƙŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΩǎ ƴŜǘ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ 
position?

Á However, the large reductions in expenditure were not large enough to outweigh the decline 
in income per learner since 2010/11. 

Á As a result, compared to an average surplus*of +£190 per learner in 2010/11 (in real terms), 
Sixth Form Colleges incurred a net deficit of -£110 per learner in 2016/17.

¢ƘŜ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ŘŜǘŜǊƛƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΩǎ ƴŜǘ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ surplusof 
+£190 per learner in 2010/11 to an average deficit of -£110 per learner in 2016/17.

Average college surplus/deficit per 16-19 learner per year

Source: Basedon 2010/11 and2016/17 collegefinancialaccounts(seeSkillsFundingAgencyandEducationFundingAgency(2012) andEducationandSkillsFundingAgency(2018)).
Note: All valuesare roundedto the nearest£10, andhavebeenadjustedςfrom total valuesper collegeςto the levelof expenditureassociatedwith 16-19provisiononly. Pleaserefer to the Annexfor more information.

*Generatinga surplusis important ascollegesmust havesufficientreservesto dealwith fluctuations
in funding from the ESFA. Reservesare also needed to ensure the college estate is properly
maintained, assetsreplacedwhen they reachthe end of their useful life andto coverfor unplanned
contingencies.
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What is the funding shortfall in sixth form 
education?

Our analysis focuses on estimating two core types of funding shortfall ςall compared to 2016/17 funding 
levels: 

We estimated the additional income required to reverse the historical erosion of the curriculum that has 
happened since the reduction in 16-19 funding and substantial increase in running costs since 2010/11. 

This includesǘƘŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ {ƛȄǘƘ CƻǊƳ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜΩǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ōȅ 
eliminating current college deficits (in 2016/17) and reversing the erosion of financial surpluses that has 
occurred since 2010/11.

We also estimated the additional income necessary to deliver an internationally-competitive curriculum, 
consisting of:

a. Wideningthe current curriculum, by increasing student support services (e.g. additional mental health 
services, investment in education technology), increasing non-qualification time by 3 hoursper learner 
per week (e.g. employability, enrichment and pastoral activities), and retaining/re-introducing 3 
subjects with low student numbers that are under threat/have recently been dropped; and

b. Deepeningthe current curriculum, by increasing weekly contact hours per learner to 25 hours(on top of 
the increase in non-qualification time under the widened curriculum).

¢ƘŜ ƛƴŎǊŜƳŜƴǘŀƭ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ΨƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ-ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜΩ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ǿŜǊŜ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
additional teaching and other staff costs necessary to deliver these enhanced activities, as well as the 
teaching, support and operational non-staff costs required*.

Again, the resulting estimated funding shortfall includes the additional funding necessary to eliminate 
current college deficits ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ {C/Ωǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ōȅ ǊŜǾŜǊǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜǊƻǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ financial 
surpluses that has occurred since 2010/11.

* Please refer to the Annex for more information on the methodological approach underlying the analysis.

1. 

2. 
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In terms of the funding shortfall per learner per 
annum, on top of the £4,580 of total college 
income per learner in 2016/17:

Á An extra £1,380 in additional funding would be 
needed to reverse the erosion of the 
curriculum and college surplus since 2010/11 
(including £1,080 to return to the previous 
curriculum, £110 to eliminate the current 
college deficit, and £190 to return colleges to 
financial surplus);

Á An extra £710 would be required to widen the 
curriculum , i.e. to protect threatened subjects, 
increase non-qualification time by 3 hours per 
week, and deliver enhanced student support 
(consisting of £410 to provide a broader 
curriculum, £110 to eliminate the current 
college deficit, and £190 to return colleges to 
financial surplus); and

Á An extra £1,820would be required to widen
anddeepen the curriculum (split into £410 
associated with widening and £1,110 
associated with deepening the curriculum, as 
well as the above £110 to eliminate the current 
college deficit and £190 to return colleges to 
financial surplus).

Average income and expenditure per 16-19 learner per year

Average funding shortfall per 16-19 learner per year by type 
(compared to 2016/17)

Source: London9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎǎΩanalysis
Note: All valuesare roundedto the nearest£10. Pleaserefer to the Annexfor more information on the underlyingmethodology.
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All of the above rates of funding shortfall were 
expressed in 2016/17 prices. Accounting for inflation 
over subsequent academic years, this would imply a 
projected funding shortfall in the 2020/21 academic 
yearof:

Á £1,490 in additional funding by to reverse the 
erosion of the curriculum since 2010/11;

Á £760 to widen the current curriculum; and
Á £1,970to widen anddeepen the current 

curriculum.

This analysis does not incorporate the proposed 
increase in employer contributions to the 
¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ tŜƴǎƛƻƴ {ŎƘŜƳŜ(from 16.48%to 
23.6%). To meet this cost, funding for Sixth Form 
Colleges would have to increase by a further £140 
per student in each scenario in 2020/21*.

By 2023/24, these estimates would increase to:

Á £1,560 in additional funding by to reverse the 
erosion of the curriculum since 2010/11;

Á £790 to widen the current curriculum; and
Á £2,070to widen anddeepen the current 

curriculum.
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What is the funding shortfall in sixth form 
education? - £ per learner per year

Source: London9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎǎΩanalysis
Note: All valuesare roundedto the nearest£10. Valuesfor 2020/21 and2023/24 havebeenadjustedfor medium-term inflation
forecasts(for the ConsumerPriceIndex)per fiscalyearpublishedby the Officefor BudgetResponsibility(2018).

Average funding shortfall per 16-19 learner per year by type ς
2016/17, 2020/21 and 2023/24 (projected)

* Please refer to the Annex for more information on the methodological approach underlying the analysis.
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What has happened to the 16-19 curriculum and college finances since 2010/11, 
and what is the funding shortfall compared to the 2010/11 curriculum?

Á Funding for 16-19 education in Sixth Form Colleges has declined by 22%in real 
terms since 2010/11 (£4,850per student compared to £6,230 per student).

ÁOver the same period, there was a 6.5% increasein the number of students per 
Sixth Form College, but a 15% reduction in the average number of teaching staff 
per college. This has resulted in a 28%increase in the average learner-to-
teaching staff ratio. 

ÁCompared to 2016/17 funding levels, an extra £1,380 in additional funding per 
learner per year would be needed to reverse the erosion of the curriculum and 
college surplus since 2010/11.

Á Accounting for inflation, this increases to an additional funding requirement of 
£1,490 for the 2020/21 academic year, and £1,560 by 2023/24.

Summary of findings
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What is the funding shortfall compared to an internationally-competitive 
curriculum? 

Á A total of £710 per student per annum would be needed to widen the 2016/17 
curriculum (i.e. to enhance student support services, provide 3 hours of 
additional non-qualification time, and protect subjects that are under 
threat/have recently been dropped). After expected inflation, this increases to 
£760 by 2020/21, and £790 by 2023/24.

Á To widen and deepenthe curriculum (by further increasing total contact hours 
to internationally-competitive 25 hours per week, from the current average of 
18 hours*) would cost an extra £1,820 per student per annum in 2016/17 prices, 
£1,970 in 2020/21 prices, and £2,070 in 2023/24 prices.

Á A further £140 per student would be required in 2020/21 to meet the cost of 
ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ tŜƴǎƛƻƴ 
Scheme (and £150 by 2023/24).

Summary of findings

* Thecurrent 18 hour averageis basedon data from the SixthFormColleges!ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴΩǎCurriculumSurvey. TheSurveywasundertakenin 2014, achievedresponsesfrom a total of 47 SixthForm
Colleges,anddata for 2016/17 constituteŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΩǎown predictions for that academicyearat the time. Theaveragecapturesweightedaveragehoursof contacttime per learnerper week,weighted
by the numberof studentsby programme(andcalculatedon averageacrossall colleges).
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