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HART LEARNING GROUP 

Minutes of a Part 1 meeting of the Hart Learning Group Board, held on Monday 15 October 
2018 in the Council Chamber, the old Town Hall, The Broadway, Letchworth. 

PRESENT 

David Chalk (Chair) 
Lynne Ceeney (Vice-chair) 
Liz Calver (Staff Governor) 
Kit Davies 
Peter Johnston 

Daniel King (Student Governor) 
Vernon McClure 
Liz Mitchell 
Andrew Simmons 
Jack Tomlinson 

 

IN ATTENDANCE 

Lucy Hann (Chief Operating Officer) 
Paul Harte (Group Finance Director) 
David Hitchen (Corporate Services Director) 
Kerry Pritchett (Head of Quality) - Item 2 

Lindsey Sherring (Director, Hart Learning & 
Development Ltd) 
Robert Dale (Company Secretary) 

 

WELCOME 

 The Chair welcomed three new governors, who were also joining the Quality & 
Innovation Committee: 

 Liz Calver (Head of Sport and Public Services) elected as staff governor. 

 Daniel King elected as student governor.  He is currently studying a L3 Extended 

Diploma in Public Services. 

 Liz Mitchell (Vice President, R&D Pipeline Delivery, GSK). 

 Another governor had been appointed but was unable to be present at this meeting. 

 Danny Malyon (Head of Facilities Management at Sainsburys) will also join the 

Audit Committee. 

 The Chair welcomed Kerry Pritchett who was presenting Item 2. 

ITEM 1A: APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE 

 Apologies for absence had been received from Danny Malyon and Jeremy Newman. 

ITEM 1B: DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST  

 The Chair reminded members of his professional role as Group Financial Risk 
Director for Lloyds Banking Group.  Because the Group’s financial relationship with 
Lloyds Bank was handled through separate team within the Bank, there was normally 
no need for the Chair to leave the meeting while such matters were discussed. 

ITEM 1C: MINUTES OF THE PREVIOUS MEETING 

 Minutes of the Part 1 meeting held on 3 September 2018 were approved and signed 
as an accurate record of proceedings. 
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ITEM 1D: MATTERS ARISING/ACTIONS 

 Actions had been addressed as follows:  

 Ask Sarah Robins to investigate ECC data on attendance and financial support 

to identify possible links.  Action under way.  To be reported in December. 

 Put forward a plan for ensuring governor training on safeguarding and prevent 

was appropriately refreshed during the current academic year.  Action under 

way.  Links will be circulated shortly. 

 Contact Jack Tomlinson to ask if he would be willing to take on the role of 

Safeguarding governor.  Action complete.  Jack has agreed to do this and has 

met Emma Masters to be briefed on the current situation. 

 Share analysis of the cost and revenue of the HE programme with the Board.  

Action complete.  See Item 6. 

 Circulate note from the Chair to the department heads thanking them for their 

commitment to this [the SAR] process.  Action complete.  This was done. 

 Make contact with successful candidates to confirm appointments and make 

arrangements for compliance documentation to be completed.  Action under 

way.  Candidates have been contacted and compliance documentation sought. 

 Contact potential sources of further Board candidates.  Action under way.  

Another candidate has been identified; interview arrangements are being made. 

 Prepare Search Committee agenda.  Action complete.  A date for the next 

meeting is being confirmed. 

 Arrange to publish Anti-bribery Policy and communicated to staff.  Action under 

way.  The Policy is on the website; staff communication is planned. 

 Update the dashboard in line with members’ feedback.  Action ongoing.  The 

dashboard will continue to develop. 

 Provide assessment to the Board of the impact of a disorderly or ‘no deal’ 

outcome to the current negotiations over the UK’s departure from the EU.  

Action complete.  Paper circulated and for discussion under Item 9. 

ITEM 2: SELF-ASSESSMENT REVIEW (SAR) 2017/18 – SUMMARY 

 This paper had been considered by the Quality & Innovation Committee on 
2 October 2018.  It was a summary of the draft review, which would be finalised and 
presented to the Board in December.  Supporting the summary document were 
detailed plans from each curriculum area setting out how areas for improvement 
would be addressed in 2018/19.  Governors asked: 

Question: What had changed since last year?  One area had declined (Apprenticeships, 
from Good to Requires Improvement) and three had improved (Science/Access from Good 
to Outstanding, Childcare and Health from Good to Outstanding, and Business from 
Requires Improvement to Good).  The Apprenticeship assessment had been much 
discussed: direct delivery outcomes were good, but due to poorer performance by sub-
contractors overall data did not support ‘Good’. 

Question: Could progression be reported?  How many students went on into employment or 
continuing education?  This information would be found in the final report. 
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Question: Why, in some subjects, was Leadership and Management rated higher than the 
overall outcome?  This had been the debated with our independent professional adviser and 
former HMI.  There had been demonstrable progress in year; leaders had identified the 
issues and acted to secure significant and demonstrable improvements in these areas. 

Question: How would apprenticeship outcomes improve?  Because the 2018/19 
apprenticeship cohort would change mainly to direct delivery as the last sub-contract 
apprenticeships were completed, data would improve even without intervention.  
Nonetheless, direct delivery outcomes must also improve; the team is putting in place an 
intervention plan. 

Question: Would the rating for overall effectiveness be affected by the financial health 
rating?  The Ofsted framework was mainly concerned with quality, student experience and 
outcomes which had been improving and were Good overall.  If outcomes decline over time, 
a causal link between that and poor financial health may be argued. 

Question: As the Group lacked resources to invest in improvement at present, what risk 
was there of declining outcomes?  The team was more creative in accessing free resources, 
networks and partnerships.  For example, the Maths & English team had joined an ETF 
funded project with a London college to develop resources and share best practice. 

 The Quality & Innovation Committee would review a final version of the SAR in 
November, before discussion at the Board on 10 December. 

ITEM 3: CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S OVERVIEW 

 Governors considered key points in the report including: 

 Student recruitment (except HE) was going well overall, with 16-18 full-time 
programmes and apprenticeship recruitment expected to hit their targets. 

 Teaching and Learning continued to show solid and improving performance. 

 A recent launch event for the new Mac suite at Hitchin (supported financially by 
the LEP) had been well-attended by local stakeholders. 

 The focus since the previous meeting had been the request for Exceptional Financial 
Support discussed with the Board in July and September.  This led to a default rating 
of ‘Inadequate’ and a visit from a team from the FE Commissioner’s office on 24 and 
25 September.  The team had questioned staff and governors robustly and had been 
very challenging about the Group’s operations going back some years. 
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Question: What was the process for securing financial support?  Two kinds of support were 
available:  Exceptional Financial Support (EFS) and Restructuring Funding (RF).  The first 
was an emergency cash injection, paid in stages, and applied for each time.  The total need 
anticipated was .  The second was longer term funding 
intended to help colleges deliver change and secure long-term sustainability.  Applications 
had to be supported by several independent reports (eg a review commissioned from BDO 
on the robustness of business plan forecasting for 2018/19 and beyond).  Both were 
repayable loans, not grants. 

Question: Did the Group need both sources of support?  Was there a risk of ‘over-
leveraging’ the business?  EFS bridges short/medium term cash flow requirements whilst RF 
funding provides funds for investment and covers some risks (eg with the estate) that EFS 
would not.  However, because neither fund would be available after the end of March 2019, 
demand for RF might exceed the amounts available and our application might not succeed. 

  
 

 

  
 

 

 Governors discussed the draft Terms of Reference for the proposed Finance 
Committee,  

 
 

 With these exceptions, members approved the draft Terms of Reference, and 
agreed to appoint Andrew Simmons as Chair. 

Action: Appoint other members and set up meeting schedule for the Finance Committee. 

 An estates review had been commissioned a part of the application for RF.  This 
would be considered at the December meeting; there were issues that warranted 
further discussion  

. 

Question: Might spare capacity at the old Town Hall in Letchworth be developed as a 
‘business incubator’?  This could be considered. 

Question: When did fire alarm arrangements at Stevenage need upgrading?  A statutory 
upgrade would be required in c18 months. 

 
 

 
 

 

ITEM 4: FINANCE REPORT 

 A more detailed report than hitherto was shared with the Board; feedback on the 
content and format was welcomed.   
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Question: What cost savings had been identified and what were still to be agreed?  These 
would be set out in more detail for the next meeting, but included some non-pay costs, not 
filling vacancies where this was not necessary, and taking account of delayed recruitment. 

Question: If student recruitment was ahead of target, would this affect income in future?  
Yes.  This would be considered through forecasting for 2019/20.  It was important to 
continue to recruit with integrity though. 

Question: Would additional students increase costs?  This would need to be considered.  A 
key data point was approaching when the first student return (R04) would be made; this 
detailed the number of students and the programmes they were following.  . This would also 
highlight where extra costs might arise. 
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Question: Did managers and staff appreciate that the financial climate was extremely 
challenging?  Yes, but there was always room to do more; empowering leaders to identify a 
set percentage of savings often achieved good results. 

 
 

 

  
 

 
 

 
 

 

  
 

 Governors welcomed the detailed report which had improved their understanding of 
the Group’s financial position. 

 The Board was not asked and did not agree to an increase in the forecast year-
end deficit of £(145)k (excluding subsidiaries). 

ITEM 5: CURRICULUM UPDATE 

 Governors considered a report also discussed by the Quality & Innovation 
Committee and asked: 

Question:  
  Timely and Overall achievement rates for apprenticeships were below national 

average – although rates for direct delivery apprentices was much better and had improved.  
This was because the remaining apprentices with sub-contractors were the most difficult to 
deliver, and most were beyond their expected achievement dates.  The number of such 
apprentices would decline sharply in 2018/19 (from c1,400 to c250) because we had been 
working to complete their qualifications so the achievement rate would improve as a result.   

Maths and English outcomes had improved, and were around the national average for 
colleges; this was a national challenge. 

Overall 16-18 outcomes were at the national average at 81% and meant that the college 
was number 54 in England for overall achievement and the best performing in Hertfordshire. 

Question: What was the position in respect of staffing for Maths and English teaching?  
Recruitment of qualified staff was hard across the sector; a large number of FE colleges 
were advertising for staff in these specialisms.  The College’s team was stable at present. 

ITEM 6: HE CONSORTIUM UPDATE 

 The paper showed the income and direct costs attributable to the HE programme, 
based on the forecast reduced revenue for 2018/19.  It responded the Board’s 
request made in September; it did not set out to be a review of strategic direction, 
although some points had become clearer: 

 The University had chosen to permanently lower entry requirements.  This meant 
that recruitment to all degree courses was likely to be less in future, as had been 
the case this year.  All four colleges in the consortium were discussing with the 
university the cost and benefit of the arrangement in the light of this fact. 
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 The extended degree in science, which had recruited well in recent years, was 
not likely to generate the same level of return in future because the other 
Hertfordshire colleges were also now offering it. 

 The HE programme delivered a return, even with the reduced intake in 2018/19. 

 There were opportunities to develop an HNC/HND offer which would maintain 
delivery at HE level without the need for affiliation with the university. 

 The old consortium model no longer appeared relevant, and the long-term future of 
the Foundation Degree qualification was in doubt if university entrance requirements 
were set so low.  Governors asked: 

Question: Were there opportunities to partner with other universities or distance learning 
providers?  This would be explored as part of a longer term review of strategic direction. 

Question: How quickly could we leave the consortium if this was necessary?  The four 
college principals had a coherent plan to improve the situation – stating with negotiating with 
the university for lower fees.  Governors thought it would take a few years to replace the 
programme, and that this would be a risk to manage for the medium term.  The income and 
return could not be wholly disregarded. 

Action: Develop paper on strategic direction and report to the Board in March 2019, in line 
with organisational business planning cycle  

ITEM 7: STUDENT GOVERNOR’S REPORT 

 Daniel King introduced himself.  He had begun speaking to colleagues in the Student 
Services team about how he could best add value to the Board.  His goal for the year 
was to ensure that students understood the importance of expressing their views 
about enhancing their experience and to help communicate the impact of changes 
made.  Board members welcomed his input and encouraged him to contribute. 

 A reporting framework was being developed and work was under way to help shape 
some high level objectives. 

ITEM 8: RISK REGISTER 

 A revised risk register was tabled to supplement the one circulated.  This had been 
updated after feedback from the Audit Committee and guidance from the FE 
Commissioner’s team.  More detailed risk assessment by revenue stream (eg 16-18 
study programmes, Adult Education Budget, HE) was included.  Risks over 
accessing EFS and TU funding and commercial lending, had also been called-out. 

 There were three current red risks/key dependencies – the cash position; losing key 
clients or stakeholders as a result of lost confidence in the sustainability of the 
business; that our applications to the TU did not succeed. 

  
 

  The Finance Committee would have more detailed discussions about 
individual risks and mitigations and would report these to the Board to inform debate. 

ITEM 9: ANY OTHER BUSINESS 

Potential impact of a disorderly exit from the EU 

 The Association of Colleges (AoC) assessed the risk to the sector as modest; 
European Social Fund monies were protected up to 2021, and a small number of 
staff were thought to be EU nationals whose status might be undefined in these 
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