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Introduction
1. This paper summarises a report by Mick Fletcher for the CfBT Education Trust, Should we End the Education Maintenance Allowance?
, in which Mr. Fletcher lays out his arguments for its retention and reform. The report was published in October 2009.

Background
2. The Education Maintenance Allowance, or EMA, was introduced by the current Government in the 2004/05 academic year, after a series of pilots which were initiated in 1999. It provides payments for full-time students from low-income backgrounds aged 16 to 18, to allow them to continue in education. 

3. The exact amount of subsidy varies depending on the student’s household income:

· Those with incomes of £20,817 per year or less receive £30 per week;

· Those with incomes between £20,818 and £25,521 per year receive £20 per week, and;

· Those with incomes between £25,522 and £30,810 per year receive £10 per week (Should We End the EMA, p. 12).
4. All students on LSC-funded Entry to Employment courses (e2e) receive the full £30 maintenance grant, regardless of their income band.

5. Students can receive bonus payments for consistently attending their courses, and for successfully completing them.

6. Potential EMA recipients must also be on the following types of courses:

· a full-time further education course at a college or school

· an LSC-funded Diploma (where available) or a course that leads to an Apprenticeship

· an LSC-funded Entry to Employment (e2e) course (p. 12)
7. EMA recipients are also required to fulfil certain conditions: A typical EMA contract, excerpted in the report, states that ‘Learners need to attend their learning programme and meet the standards of behaviour and effort agreed at the start of their programme to receive their EMA payments (p.22).
8. At present, EMA benefits cost the state more than £500 million per year. The Institute of Directors and the Taxpayers’ Alliance claim the benefit costs £530 million (How to Save £50 Billion, p. 27), while Mr. Fletcher gives a figure of £548 million (Should We End, p. 15). It comprises more than 88 percent of the learner support funds disbursed by the LSC (Ibid.) However, the Child Tax Credit and Child Benefit are much larger expenditures (£1.8 billion and £1.1 billion respectively) (Ibid.)
9. The United Kingdom is currently running a large budget deficit (£175 billion in the 2009-10 fiscal year), which has led to calls for radical budget reductions and reforms from many corners and from all major political parties (though the Conservatives have made the case most energetically). Some think-tanks, usually associated with the political right, have advocated eliminating the EMA altogether, though this policy has not been adopted by any political party.

10. A joint report published by the Institute of Directors (IoD) and the Taxpayers’ Alliance (TPA), How to Save £50 Billion
, published in September 2009, called for the abolition of the EMA, arguing that it ‘has failed to make any real impact on participation rates’ among young people, and that the proportion of youths not in education, employment or training (NEETs) has risen between 2004, when the EMA was introduced, and 2008 from 9.6 percent to 10.3 percent.

11. Policy Exchange, another conservative think-tank, argued in its report Schools Funding and Social Justice that the EMA ‘has had only a minimal impact on participation and attainment and will, in any case, become defunct once the education leaving age is raised to 18’. They add that the Government’s planned policy to raise the compulsory school-leaving age to 18 (from 2015) will make the policy entirely redundant, as there will no longer need to be any incentive to encourage people in this age group to enter education. ‘Once new government legislation to make 16–18 education or training compulsory comes into force in 2013 the entire cost of the EMA will effectively become deadweight. As young people will have to participate anyway, it can have no positive incentive effect’.  Indeed, they argue most of the students receiving EMA now would probably be studying with or without it (Should We End, p. 17).
12. The think-tank Reform has also argued for the EMA’s abolition. It is quoted in an October 2009  Guardian article
 saying that ‘at a cost of over £500m last year, the scheme is not delivering value for money. Research shows that the EMA has had little if any impact on overall educational attainment. With more young people than ever already in post-16 education, there is likely to be a high rate of these people being paid to have education they would have had anyway – and when the school-leaving age is raised to 18, the allowance will become completely obsolete’. 
13. Labour, on the other hand, has explicitly committed to maintaining the EMA. Sarah McCarthy-Fry, a schools minister, told the House of Commons in the spring of 2009 that ‘I am proud to say that we are, I understand, the only party committed to continuing the education maintenance allowance’ (Should We End, p. 18). The Government did commit to reviewing financial support for learners aged 16 to 18 in the White Paper New opportunities, published in the spring of 2009
. Neither the Liberal Democrats nor the Conservatives have committed to abolishing the EMA.
Demographics of EMA recipients

14. About 43 percent of students aged 17 and 18 receive EMAs (p. 32). Obviously, EMA recipients are from low-income groups, as it is a means-tested benefit. Thus, 91 percent of students on free school meals in Year 11 are on EMAs. However, the EMA also reaches other groups whose socioeconomic status the Government wishes to improve. Forty-nine percent of students with disabilities at Year 11 receive EMAs, as do 83 percent of Year 11 students who live in single-parent households. ‘There is a much higher take-up among all the minority ethnic groups reported than in the majority white population which reflects the lower achievements in Year 11 of most minorities and the greater participation rates of all of them’ (p. 27). 
15. The EMA also reaches the overwhelming majority of people who did achieve good GCSE grades. More than 70 percent of people who received D-G grades at their GCSEs receive EMAs (p. 28).
16. One of the major objections to the EMA is that it carries a heavy ‘deadweight’ – in other words, it subsidises people who would continue in education. Mr. Fletcher points out that most Government subsidies carry such a deadweight – for example, free bus passes are given to older people who can and would pay for their bus fares themselves. However, the report concedes that ‘taking an average of recent evaluations EMA may have increased participation by up to 7 percentage points, leaving some 36 percentage points as deadweight. Although probably better than many other areas of policy this may still be though too high’ (p. 32).
17. Mr. Fletcher also essays a number of studies which show that the EMA is primarily used by students for its designated purpose – that is, school supplies, food and other household needs. A 2007 study commissioned for the Scottish Executive concluded that ‘The allowance was used to pay for essential college expenses such as travel to college and study aids, as well as food and household items. Significantly, the research found that 42 per cent of the college students surveyed contributed to their household income’ (p. 33). An evaluation of the pilots at the beginning of the decade found that ‘EMA is not being used to supplement young people’s spending on entertainment’ (p. 33).
Do EMAs work? 
18. Should We End the Education Maintenance Allowance? reviews the key research reports that have been conducted into the effects the subsidy has had on participation rates. An initial evaluation of the EMA pilots, published in 2002, argues that ‘they raised participation in Year 12 (the first post-compulsory year) by 3.7 percentage points, looking at the age group as a whole, or 5.9 percentage points looking at only those who were eligible’. The EMA had more impact among young men than young women, and in urban areas. Around half of the increase came from those otherwise not in education, training or employment (NEET) and half from those in work. (p. 24).
19. The 2002 paper also found that the EMA increased the number of students in the age cohort who stayed on their courses: ‘EMA increased retention rates by 3.9 percentage points in urban areas (from 77.2 per cent to 81.1 percent) and 6.4 percentage points in  rural areas (from 80.8 percent to 87.2 percent). This was despite the higher education participation rates experienced in Year 12 as a result of the EMA’ (p. 25).
20. Evidence also shows that students on the EMA also had higher grades than those who were not on the allowance. The 2002 paper found, ‘Eligible young people in the pilot areas taking one-year post-16 GCSE/GNVQ courses, despite having lower levels of Year 11 qualification attainment and higher levels of deprivation, attained as well as young people in the control areas with respect to the number of A*-C passes and grade-point scores’ (p. 25). A 2007 study by the Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS), evaluating the areas where the EMA pilots were staged, found ‘an impact on the Level 2 and 3 attainment rates of around 2.5 percentage points for females and just under 2.0 percentage points for males. There are also significant effects on A Level points obtained – around 5.0 points for females and 4.0 points for males’ (p. 26). These results, Mr. Fletcher stresses, are for the communities as a whole, not just those students who are in receipt of the EMA.
21. Mr. Fletcher also notes that the improvements in student performance were concentrated among students of the lowest-income backgrounds, and is ‘striking’ among black and ethnic minority groups (p. 27). ‘Females from the most deprived backgrounds, for example, were found to be 2.4 percentage points more likely to meet the Level 3 threshold by age 19, with a corresponding improvement in A Level tariffs of around 8.1 per cent on the base’ (p. 26). 
22. The research demonstrates that the EMA pilots did reduce the number of students taking work-based training: ‘The proportion of young people entering work or work-based training was 3.4 percentage points lower among pilots than controls, and the proportion becoming NEET was 2.4 percentage points lower’ (p. 27). However, the EMA now covers state-funded work-based training, and in any case the current economic climate may mean students no longer have the option to choose work over education. The 2002 evaluation of the pilots stated that, ‘The majority of providers believe that EMA is effective in reducing NEET, increasing learners’ attainment and positively affecting learners’ attendance and punctuality. Providers believe that the bonus system is an effective development tool for learners. In particular it has a positive impact on learners’ attainment/progression, their attitude to learning and attendance and punctuality’ (p. 27)
Monetary value of EMAs and bonuses

23. The size of the EMA payment has not changed since it was introduced in 2004. Despite inflation, the CfBT paper argues that the subsidy still provides an incentive for young people to remain in education. However, he notes that the purchasing power of the EMA fell by 30 percent between 1999 and 2008, and warns ‘that looking forward to 2015 the allowance may have lost even more of its motivational force at the time when it will be most needed to meet the aspirations of 100 percent participation’ (p. 33-34).
24. The EMA pilots included a £40 band in some areas, and it was found that the higher payment had a significant effect on increasing participation: ‘If the more generous EMA offered in the urban Variant 2 had been made available to all the urban pilot areas, this would have led to a gain in the overall participation rate by an additional 1.2 percentage points amongst eligible young people over and above the participation rate obtained under Variants 1 and 3’ (p. 33). Some have argued that bonus payments, or a ‘payment ladder’ of increasing payments, might improve retention and achievement rates. Bonus payments, or an increase in payments at age 17, might help stem a drop-off in participation at that age (p. 33).
25. ‘Since all the evidence points to a relationship between the level of payment and its impact on participation, questions must be raised about the efficacy of the lower-level payments received by those who are eligible but have household incomes above the lower threshold. The payments for these bands are also unchanged at £10 and £20 per week. Although the use of these two bands has the desirable characteristic of avoiding a ‘cliff edge’ between those who are and are not eligible their impact on overall participation rates must be marginal’ (p. 33).
26. Mr. Fletcher also suggests that it might be worthwhile, if affordable, to extend the EMA to 14- and 15-year-olds. He notes that the education system is increasingly organised around an ‘integrated 14-19 phase’, and cites a 1999 study which shows that many 14- and 15-year-olds work part time. Furthermore ‘Even among 14–15 year olds, almost a fifth of those with jobs exceed 10 hours’ a week’. Students who work 10 hours a week or more at that age show ‘a strong negative correlation between hours worked and examination grades’ (p. 46). Extending the EMA to younger students would allow these students to abandon or reduce paid work, though the report acknowledges that extending the benefit would cost £250 million, and thus not be practicable in the current political and fiscal climate.
27. However, a bonus system for this age group might be doable. A bonus system would be less expensive to extend to 14 and 15 year olds. In the post-16 phase it costs around £50 million per year. If it were extended to all pupils it could cost £100 million per year or £200 million in total for 14 and 15 year olds (p. 47).
The wider context

28. Should We End the Education Maintenance Allowance? notes that the Government has set a target that 90 percent of 17-year-olds be participating in education by 2015. (This was prior to its decision to make such participation mandatory by 2013.) Data show that ‘negligible progress had been made towards this target between 1994 and 2006 despite sustained policy interest’ (p. 36). This seems to demonstrate the need for further work in raising participation rates. Furthermore, about one in 10 of 17-year-olds still drop out at that age (p. 37). 
29. There remains a clear socioeconomic imbalance in attainment levels among young learners.  ‘At the age of 16 over 80 percent of those from the highest social groups had achieved the benchmark of 5 A*–C grades at GCSE or its equivalent compared with 37 percent for the lowest. The effect of a further year’s study is to narrow that gap a little though it still ranges from 88 percent to 49 percent and the proportion of the lowest groups without a level 2 is still around 50 percent’ (p. 39). Most minority groups continue to perform less well than their white counterparts at 16 (save those of Indian and ‘Other Asian’ descent, who outperform whites).
30. Mr. Fletcher doubts that either new Government educational initiatives or the extension of compulsory education would effectively increase participation rates. The 14-19 Diplomas, meant to reach less academically inclined students who might eschew GCSEs and A-levels, attracted only 8,000 learners in their first year, rather than the 50,000 the Government had foreseen. The Foundation Learning Tier has also failed to recruit the expected number of learners. Even with compulsion, there would still need to be some form of financial support to keep learners in schools. The report argues that the Government would not introduce a higher school-leaving age if it were predicted that many young people would defy the new rules and remain truant (p. 40-1), and that neither the Conservatives nor the Liberal Democrats favours raising the participation age in any case (p. 42).
31. High rates of unemployment, especially youth unemployment, may also play a role in the continued efficacy of the EMAs. On the one hand, unemployment or underemployment reduce family income, making support like the EMA more necessary. On the other hand, higher rates of unemployment tend to propel people into education, so ‘there is the possibility that high levels of youth unemployment will do the job just as well’ (p. 43).
The policy context
32. The report identifies three reasons why the Government might scrap the EMA.  First, ‘it might be deemed no longer relevant to current and emerging policy concerns’. Some argue that the introduction of compulsory education to 18 makes it unnecessary to pay students to remain in education, as legal penalties will suffice to secure their attendance. However, as noted in paragraph 30 above, it is quite possible that simply mandating attendance will not work, and might not even be attempted if the Government expects a large number of students to defy the rules and become truants. ‘It is clear that for compulsion to succeed participation must have already been raised well on the way to 100 percent by voluntary means. For the opposition, who share the aspiration to have higher participation but eschew legal compulsion, effective means of raising voluntary participation must be even more important’ (p. 48). 
33. The second potential argument against EMAs is that they aren’t effective in raising participation. However, the paper argues that research proves that EMAs in fact are effective at increasing participation rates (especially among low-income groups) and attainment, and furthermore, that ‘the research evidence is not only clear but it is of high quality – this is one of the few initiatives where performance of the ‘treatment’ group can be clearly matched against that of a control group’ (p. 49). Mr. Fletcher argues that the studies cited to support arguments that the EMAs are ineffective are flawed.
34. Finally, there is the supposition that EMAs are unaffordable in the current climate. The allowances cost £600 million a year, and Mr. Fletcher argues that they may be ‘a tempting and discrete candidate for radical surgery’, and that they have been ‘identified as such by the Conservatives’
.  But the paper finds ‘several strong contrary arguments’. The EMAs are tightly, and effectively targeted at low-income groups (as opposed to Child Tax Credits or Child Benefit, which can be claimed by the middle classes) (p. 50). 
35. It is also a relatively small amount of money in comparison to other, similar welfare programmes: It represents around 15 percent of the value of support given to learners in HE – almost all to young full-time undergraduates who will benefit substantially over their lifetime from acquiring a degree. It is around a third of the value of support given to 16–19 year olds through the Child Tax Credit system each year and just over a half of the value of Child Benefit for the same age group. Those seeking large cuts in financial support have tempting targets other than EMAs (p. 50).
Conclusions

36. Mr. Fletcher makes eight specific recommendations.
1. The CfBT report deems the EMAs a ‘successful innovation that should be maintained’, on the grounds that they have been ‘successful in delivering their intended outcomes’, ‘effectively focused on the target group’ and ‘as relevant to the future policy agenda as to the past’ (p. 52);
2. ‘EMAs should be maintained, despite proposals to raise the statutory leaving age’, in that compulsion will not raise participation rates by fiat alone, and because EMAs raise achievement rates as well as participation and retention rates;
3. ‘EMAs should be maintained despite the current crisis in public finances’. Mr. Fletcher argues that means-testing the Child Benefit for youths aged 16 to 18 would save £585 million, more than the abolition of the EMA. A similar means test for the Child Tax Credit would save a further £180 million;
4.  ‘EMA allowances should be increased for 17 year olds’, to £40 a week;
5. EMA bonuses should be extended to all learners;

6. ‘EMAs should be the basis for an integrated system of support for 14–19 year olds’, with a ‘ladder of support’ from 14 to 19, including performance bonuses for pre-14s and a means-tested subsidy for students aged 14 and 15;
7. ‘The lower band allowances should be abolished and the savings used to take account of other dependent children’, on the grounds that the £10 and £20 payments provide little effective incentive, and;
8. These changes could be broadly cost neutral if the lower band allowances were abolished and CTC [Child Tax Credit] threshold was aligned with EMA (p. 52-3).
Implications
37. This report is not a Government report, nor was it commissioned by the Government, so it does not represent official policy. The current administration, in any case, intends to continue the EMAs, so this report is unlikely to change current Government policy.

38. Instead, this report is part of a larger debate in the education sector around public spending. The conventional wisdom at the present time is that the state’s budget deficit is too high, and must be reduced – therefore, public spending must come down. Some on the political right, at think-tanks like Reform and institutions like the Institute of Directors, have called for the EMAs to be eliminated as part of that effort to cut public spending. Should We End the Education Maintenance Allowance? can best be seen as a counter-argument to that camp, providing evidence and reasoning in favour of their continuation.
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�Read the full report at: �HYPERLINK "http://www.cfbt.com/evidenceforeducation/pdf/1.EMA_v4(FINAL)W.pdf"��http://www.cfbt.com/evidenceforeducation/pdf/1.EMA_v4(FINAL)W.pdf�


� See the LSIS Brief Guide at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.lsis.org.uk/Libraries/Policy/Briefguideto50billionfinal1.sflb" ��http://www.lsis.org.uk/Libraries/Policy/Briefguideto50billionfinal1.sflb�


� �HYPERLINK "http://www.guardian.co.uk/education/2009/oct/20/education-maintenance-allowance"��http://www.guardian.co.uk/education/2009/oct/20/education-maintenance-allowance�


� See the LSIS Brief Guide at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.lsis.org.uk/Libraries/Documents/BGNewOpportunities.sflb" ��http://www.lsis.org.uk/Libraries/Documents/BGNewOpportunities.sflb�


� I cannot recall a specific Conservative Party policy document that calls for the EMAs abolition. However, Mr. Fletcher may be referring to the various reports being published by think-tanks close to the Conservative Party, which do call for the EMA to be scrapped.
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