Raising the Participation Age

perspective

Should we end the Education
Maintenance Allowance?
Mick Fletcher

Should we end the EMA?

Welcome to CfBT Education Trust
CfBT Education Trust is a leading charity
providing education services for public benefit
in the UK and internationally. Established
40 years ago, CfBT Education Trust now has
an annual turnover exceeding £100 million and
employs more than 2,000 staff worldwide who
support educational reform, teach, advise,
research and train.
Since we were founded, we have worked in
more than 40 countries around the world.
Our work involves teacher and leadership
training, curriculum design and school
improvement services. The majority of staff
provide services direct to learners in schools
or through projects for excluded pupils, in
young offender institutions and in advice and
guidance for young people.
We have worked successfully to implement
reform programmes for governments
throughout the world. Current examples

The views and opinions expressed in this publication are those of the author
and do not necessarily represent the views of CfBT Education Trust.
© CfBT copyright 2009
All rights reserved

www.cfbt.com

2

include the UK Department for Children,
Schools and Families (DCSF) Programme
for Gifted and Talented Education and a
nationwide teacher training programme for the
Malaysian Ministry of Education.
Other government clients include the Brunei
Ministry of Education, the Abu Dhabi Education
Council, aid donors such as the European
Union (EU), the Department for International
Development (DFID), the World Bank, national
agencies such as the Office for Standards in
Education (Ofsted), and local authorities.
Surpluses generated by our operations
are reinvested in educational research and
development. Our new research programme
– Evidence for Education – will improve
educational practice on the ground and widen
access to research in the UK and overseas.
Visit www.cfbt.com for more information.
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Executive Summary

‘‘

The Education
Maintenance
Allowance, or EMA
as it was called, was
intended to increase
the participation
of young people in
post-compulsory
learning by providing
a financial incentive
to attend school
or college.

In 2004/05 the Government introduced a
national system of means-tested allowances
of between £10 and £30 per week for young
people continuing in full-time education post16. The Education Maintenance Allowance, or
EMA as it was called, was intended to increase
the participation of young people in postcompulsory learning by providing a financial
incentive to attend school or college.
This paper seeks to review the position of
EMAs five years after the national roll-out took
place. There are several reasons for doing so.
The major one is that although EMAs have
undoubtedly had an impact on participation,
some have begun to argue that there are
other, more cost-effective means available to
achieve the same end. Of equal importance is
the change in context provided by the decision
to raise the age of compulsory participation in
learning (or RPA) to the 18th birthday by 2015.

‘‘

The paper seeks first to place EMAs in context.
They are part of a complex system of financial
support for young people participating in
education and training between the ages of
16 and 19; but they sit alongside more general
arrangements for financial support in respect
of all young people, principally – though not
exclusively – Child Benefit and Child Tax Credit.
They have been seen as an incentive rather
than a welfare payment; receipt of an EMA does
not affect other family benefits.
To help understand the distinctive nature
of EMAs and the options for change, the
paper contrasts them with other support
arrangements affecting 16–19 year olds
and, where appropriate with support for HE
students and for other adults. It also reviews
the critique of EMAs being developed by some
of the think tanks, and early indications of the
government agenda.
The paper then examines the evidence on the
impact of EMAs to date. It asks what they were
intended to achieve and how far that has been
realised; and explores their impact not only
on young people in general but on specific
sub-groups of particular policy interest. The
evaluation focuses on three key questions:
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• H
 ow far have EMAs increased the
participation of young people aged 16 and 17?
• H
 ow far have EMAs contributed to increased
achievement at ages 17 and 18?
• H
 ow far have EMAs helped address
inequalities in access and performance
between different social groups?
A further issue addressed is how they might
contribute to increasing the participation of
16–19 year olds towards 100% under both
an agenda that involves compulsion as a last
resort and one that does not.
EMAs were developed in the first decade of
the 21st century and, including the pilot phase,
have been around for a full ten years. The
paper reviews how conditions in the second
decade of the century might differ from those
in the first, and examines the implications of
that different context for the EMA debate.
Finally, in the light of the evidence, the report
sets out and works through a set of policy
options. It examines whether EMAs should be
abolished, amended or retained unchanged.
The report concludes:
1.	EMAs have been a successful innovation
and should be maintained
As a policy instrument they have proved to be:
•	Successful in delivering their intended
outcomes. There is robust evidence that
EMAs have increased participation and
achievement among 16 and 17 year olds,
and contributed to improved motivation and
performance.
•	Effectively focused on the target group. EMAs
are restricted to low-income households, and
disproportionately taken up by those with low
achievement levels at school, those from ethnic
minorities and those from single-parent families.
•	As relevant to the future policy agenda as
to the past. Although EMAs have helped
to improve staying-on rates the UK is still
characterised by lower numbers participating
between 16 and 18 and a wide gap in
performance linked to social background.

Should we end the EMA?

2.	EMAs should be maintained, despite
proposals to raise the statutory leaving age

5.	EMA bonuses should be extended to
all learners

•	Arguments about the relevance of an
incentive if the leaving age is changed are a
distraction. No serious commentator believes
that legislation, by itself, will achieve 100%
participation; indeed most agree that an
increase in voluntary participation is required
before legislation could be contemplated. In
any event both major opposition parties are
opposed to the use of compulsion.

•	The bonus payment should reflect adherence
to a demanding learning agreement. There
is no reason why this should not apply to all
students.

•	EMA bonuses should be seen as an
incentive to engage seriously with learning
rather than simply to attend classes.
Increased participation is not an end in itself;
its only purpose is to raise achievement.

•	An integrated 14–19 phase requires an
integrated approach to supporting learners.
•	A ‘ladder of support’ from 14–19 could
provide escalating incentives to aim high
and achieve.

•	EMA allowances should be seen as reflecting
the opportunity costs of participation. Learning
agreements should encourage students to
keep paid work during term time down to a
level that does not impair their performance.

•	In the pre-14 phase, support could
concentrate on performance bonuses.

3.	EMAs should be maintained despite the
current crisis in public finances

7.	The lower band allowances should be
abolished and the savings used to take
account of other dependent children

•	Although it seems probable that after 2010
reductions in public expenditure will be
sought by whichever party is in power there
are other less well focused policies that cost
a similar or greater amount. If Child Benefit
for 16–19s were means-tested on the same
scale as EMAs it would produce around
£585 million – a broadly similar saving to the
abolition of the allowances, though at the
expense of the richest part of the population
rather than the poorest. If Child Tax Credit
(CTC) for 16–19 year olds were to be
means-tested on the same scale as EMAs
that would save a further £180 million.
4.	EMA allowances should be increased
for 17 year olds
•	There has been no increase in the EMA rate
for a decade; just to keep pace with inflation
would require an increase from £30 to £40
per week.
•	The fall in participation between 16 and 17
remains the major problem confronting the
aspiration to increase participation towards
100% by 2015.
•	Evaluation evidence shows that the efficacy
of the allowance is linked to its rate.

www.cfbt.com

6.	EMAs should be the basis for an
integrated system of support for 14–19
year olds

2
8

•	A system of means-tested allowances for
14 and 15 year olds could be financed by
means-testing Child Benefit.

•	The lower band allowances, which cost
around £70 million per year, seem to have
relatively little impact on participation.
•	The financial circumstances of families
is affected as much by their necessary
outgoings as by income.
8.	These changes could be broadly costneutral if the lower band allowances
were abolished and CTC threshold was
aligned with EMA
•	Increased allowances for 17 year olds would
cost around £35 million extra per year.
•	Extending bonuses to all 16 and 17 year
olds would cost around £100 million extra
per year.
•	A simplified bonus scheme could be
developed for 14 and 15 year olds for £100
million per year.
•	Removing the two lower bands would save
around £70 million per year.
•	Aligning the tax credit threshold with EMAs
would save around £180 million per year.

Should we end the EMA?

Introduction

‘‘

Overview

It also reviews
the emerging policy
agenda looking at
the critique of EMAs
being developed by
some of the think
tanks, and early
indications of
the government
agenda.

In the academic year 2004/05 the Government
introduced a national system of meanstested allowances of between £10 and £30
per week for young people continuing in
full-time education post-16. The Education
Maintenance Allowance (EMA) had been
piloted in selected areas of the country since
1999 and had been the subject of a series of
carefully planned quantitative and qualitative
evaluation studies. The aim of EMAs was to
increase the participation of young people
in post-compulsory learning by providing a
financial incentive to attend school or college
and the evaluation studies provided strong
evidence that they had had such an impact.

‘‘

This paper seeks to review the position of
EMAs five years after the national roll-out took
place. There are several reasons for doing so.
The major one is that although EMAs have
undoubtedly had an impact on participation
some have begun to argue that there are
other, more cost-effective means available to
achieve the same end. Of equal importance is
the change in context provided by the decision
to raise the age of compulsory participation in
learning (or RPA) to the 18th birthday by 2015.
If participation is compulsory, it is asserted,
why is there any need for an allowance to
encourage attendance? The pressure on
public finances at the current time adds force
to both arguments.
The paper seeks first to place EMAs in
context. They are part of a complex system
of financial support for young people
participating in education and training between
the ages of 16 and 19; but they sit alongside
more general arrangements for financial
support in respect of all young people,
principally – though not exclusively – Child
Benefit and Child Tax Credit. They have several
distinctive features including ‘conditionality’:
that is payment is linked to a student’s
performance. Perhaps most significantly they
have been seen as an incentive rather than a
welfare payment; receipt of an EMA does not
affect other family benefits.
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To help understand the distinctive nature
of EMAs and the options for change the
paper contrasts them with other support
arrangements affecting 16–19 year olds
and where appropriate, with support for HE
students and for other adults, though these
latter arrangements are not the primary focus
of the study. It also reviews the emerging
policy agenda looking at the critique of EMAs
being developed by some of the think tanks,
and early indications of the government
agenda.
The paper then examines the evidence on the
impact of EMAs to date. It asks what they were
intended to achieve and how far that has been
realised; and explores their impact not only
on young people in general but on specific
sub-groups of particular policy interest. The
evaluation focuses on three key questions:
• H
 ow far have EMAs increased the
participation of young people aged 16
and 17?
• H
 ow far have EMAs contributed to increased
achievements at ages 17 and 18?
• H
 ow far have EMAs helped address
inequalities in access and performance
between different social groups?
In doing so it looks at the crucial issue of
‘deadweight’; that is the extent to which
payments are being made to young people
who would have stayed in education or
publicly funded training anyway.
As part of the evaluation the paper looks at
how EMAs might contribute to increasing
the participation of 16 and 17 year olds
towards 100% under both an agenda that
involves compulsion as a last resort and one
that does not.
EMAs were developed in the first decade of
the 21st century and, including the pilot phase,
have been around for a full ten years. The
paper reviews how conditions in the second
decade of the century might differ from those
in the first, and examines the implications of
that different context for the EMA debate.

Should we end the EMA?

Finally, in the light of the evidence, the report
sets out and works through a set of policy
options. It examines whether EMAs should be
abolished, amended or retained unchanged.
It concludes that the case for retaining some
form of means-tested allowance for young
people is strong, but a number of changes are
needed in the ways that EMAs operate.

Definitions
The principal focus of this paper is the
situation in England. EMAs are available
to learners in Scotland (though on slightly
different terms) and evidence is drawn from
the evaluations of Scottish experience where
relevant. Unless otherwise stated, however, all
the figures quoted in relation to EMAs or other
forms of financial support relate to England.
EMAs are available to young people who
continue in education or government-funded
training beyond the compulsory school leaving
age and are aged 16, 17 or 18. They may
continue to access an EMA for up to three
years so some recipients will be over the age
of 18. Nevertheless the principal policy focus
of EMAs is the participation of 16 and 17 year
olds and the paper therefore concentrates on
participation data for these ages.

www.cfbt.com
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This paper distinguishes policies that are
aimed at young people from those that are
aimed at adults. This distinction is clear at
the common sense level though it needs to
be borne in mind that the legal boundary
of adulthood is variable and confusing. The
arrangements for supporting learners in Higher
Education are described here under support
for adult learners because the great majority of
those in HE are over the age of 18; though in
fact some undergraduates are aged 17. Child
Benefit is part of support for young people
even though it is possible to access it until a
child’s 20th birthday.
The paper uses the term ‘young people’ rather
than ‘children’ when describing 16–18 year
olds even though much of government policy
relevant to this age group uses the word child
– Child Benefit, Child Tax Credit, Children’s
Trusts etc. No difference is implied by this
difference in nomenclature.

Should we end the EMA?

The context

‘‘

The EMA pilots

EMA is
designed to be
an incentive to
encourage young
people from less
well-off households
to participate
in education or
training…

The first EMA pilots were first introduced in 15
local authority areas in September 1999. Their
aim was to assess whether offering a financial
allowance to young people from low-income
families would encourage them to remain in
full-time learning after the end of compulsory
education. Four different models of EMAs were
piloted, allowing researchers to examine the
relative impact of different levels of allowance,
differences in bonus payments related to full
attendance and paying the allowance to either
the student or the parent.
The pilots were extended to a further 41
areas in 2000/01 covering around one third of
England. Young people in full-time education,
whose parents’ income did not exceed
£13,000 pa could receive a weekly allowance
of between £30 and £40 per week during
term time, subject to conditions relating to
attendance and punctuality. They could also
earn bonuses for regular attendance and
achieving successful outcomes. For those
whose parents’ income was between £13,000
and £30,000 a reduced EMA was available on
a sliding scale tapered down to £5 per week.

‘‘

The pilot programme was evaluated by a
research consortium led by the Centre for
Research in Social Policy (CRISP) and the
Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS). The evaluation
included a large-scale survey of a random
sample of young people drawn from 10 of
the pilot areas and an individually matched
sample drawn from 11 control areas with
similar characteristics. The study concluded
that the pilots had led to an increase in post-16
participation of around four percentage points.1

introduce a national system of EMAs across
England from September 2004. The allowance
was standardised at a maximum of £30 per
week with two lower rates of £20 and £10
for those on higher incomes. It was paid to
the young person and, as in the pilots, made
conditional on attendance. Bonuses for full
attendance and successful completion of the
planned programme of study were retained as
integral parts of the scheme.
From April 2006 the payment of EMAs was
extended from full-time education in schools
and colleges to participation in two workbased programmes, Entry to Employment
(E2E) and Programme Led Apprenticeships
(PLA) where it replaced the Minimum Training
Allowance (MTA). The EMA was not extended
to apprenticeship programmes where the
trainee received a wage. From 30th June
2008 all E2E learners have received the
maximum £30 per week payment regardless
of household income.
The EMA was positioned as an incentive rather
than income support which meant that receipt
of an EMA did not affect any other benefits a
family might be receiving. The Green Paper
‘Raising Expectations’2 states clearly that:
‘EMA is designed to be an incentive to
encourage young people from less well
off households to participate in education
or training; this support also helps young
people to meet some of the costs of post16 learning, such as transport, books and
specialist equipment’.

The national system of EMAs

One reason for replacing the MTA, formerly
paid to trainees on E2E and programme-led
apprenticeships, was that it had been treated
as income and receipt of MTA could affect the
benefits a family received.

In the light of the evaluation of the pilot
programme the Government decided to

There are no publicly available evaluations
of the national system of EMAs that are

 Education Maintenance Allowance: The First Two Years – A Quantitative Evaluation. CRISP & IFS (2002) DfES
Research Report RR 352
2
 Raising Expectations: staying in education and training post-16. DfES 2007
1
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Extract from official information about EMAs on DirectGov
EMA: how much could you get?
Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) comes in weekly payments of £10, £20 or £30 which go
directly into your bank account. However, you will only get your money if you regularly attend and
work hard on your course.
If you’re eligible for EMA, the amount you receive is calculated by looking at your household
income. It isn’t affected by any money you earn from part-time work, and won’t make any
difference to any benefits your parents get.
On top of your weekly amount you can also receive bonuses – but only if you do well and meet the
targets set by your teacher, tutor or provider.

So, are you eligible for EMA?
Let’s keep things nice and simple. If you’re not already getting EMA, just check the list below. If
the age, course and income descriptions apply to you, you’re likely to be eligible.

Your age
First of all you need to be 16, 17 or 18 and have left – or be about to leave – compulsory
education.

Your course
You need to be enrolled on a course in England which is one of the following:
• 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 (if you’re on an e2e course, you’ll get the
maximum £30 weekly EMA payment regardless of your household income)

Your household income
To qualify for EMA in the academic year starting September 2009, your annual household income
must be below £30,810 (for tax year 2008–09).
And there’s good news if you have a part-time job – any money you earn isn’t included in your
overall household income.

www.cfbt.com

Your household income (for financial
year 2008–09)

How much EMA you get

up to £20,817 per year

£30 per week

£20,818 – £25,521 per year

£20 a week

£25,522 – £30,810 per year

£10 a week

more than £30,810 per year

no entitlement to EMA

12
2

Should we end the EMA?

comparable with those of the pilots because,
by definition, there are no control groups
available. There is, however, an evaluation
by RCU for the LSC3 which compared the
performance of young people in receipt of
an EMA with that of those not in receipt.
This study concluded, on the basis of an
examination of LSC administrative data, that
the ‘in-year retention rate’ (i.e. the proportion
of learners completing their course) was 2.3
percentage points higher for those in receipt
of EMAs than for those who were not. Since
EMAs are targeted on those students seen
as being in financial hardship, the report
concluded that this was strong evidence of a
positive impact.
There is also a recent study undertaken by
Ipsos MORI4 which focuses on the extension
of EMAs to work based learning. In common
with the earlier work this study finds benefits
from the EMA programme:
‘EMA has improved participation and
progression for learners from lower
income backgrounds, especially for 16–17
year old learners, although impact on the
lowest income groups could be even
greater in the future with an improved
awareness of the hardship fund and less
[sic] early leavers for financial reasons.
Providers also believe that EMA has had
a positive impact on the reduction of
NEET, with some payment criteria such as
behaviour having a marginally greater impact
on reducing NEET.’

Learner support funds for
young people
The EMA is the largest part of the Learner
Support Funds for young people. The budget
for 2008/09 was £549 million and it supported
526,000 learners. In addition to EMAs the LSC
administers the following schemes:5

• H
 ardship Funds or Discretionary
Support Funds
	Schools and colleges receive an allocation of
funding broadly related to their student profile
from which they can make discretionary
payments to help individual students meet
the costs associated with participation in
learning. The total sum made available in
2008/09 was £27 million.6 Providers take
income into account when making payments
(often using the EMA scale) but also consider
whether the need to spend is particularly
high. The LSC states that ‘they reach 15%
of the most disadvantaged young people
in FE and are having a positive effect on
retention with a higher retention rate than
that of the general student cohort… The
funding has a disproportionate impact on
ethnic minorities, the disabled and most
disadvantaged. Disadvantaged students who
were supported achieved almost as well as
the main cohort of students.’7
• Care to Learn
	The Care to Learn scheme provides support
to teenage parents in learning by covering
the cost of childcare while they work.
Payments can be up to £175 per week. The
total sum available in 2008/09 was £32.5
million to support some 7,700 learners. The
evidence from independent evaluations
shows that Care to Learn has a substantial
impact on participation; 75% of recipients
in one survey8 indicated that they would not
have participated without it.
• Residential Support Schemes
	There are two schemes that provide support
for FE students who need to live away from
home to follow their chosen course of study;
a bursary scheme administered by each of 51
colleges (mainly art or agriculture) which have
residential facilities and a Residential Support
Scheme (RSS) covering other colleges. The

 Evaluation of the EMA National Roll-out. Aitken, G. et al. RCU (2007)
 Evaluation of Extension of Education Maintenance Allowance to Entry-to-Employment and Programme Led
Apprenticeships. Learning and Skills Council Final report, February 2008
5
 Learner Support: Progress and Issues. LSC National Council, April 2008
6
 From http://readingroom.lsc.gov.uk/lsc/National/nat-fundingguidancerequirements200809-may08.pdf
£31.8 million for Hardship and Residential Support
7
 LSC website http://lsf.lsc.gov.uk/introduction/
8
 Impact of Care to Learn: tacking destinations of young people funded in 2006/07. Inclusion, October 2008
3
4
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sums involved are small (around £4 – £5
million per year) as is the number of learners
(500 of all ages). The schemes are meanstested and the RSS provides for a grant of
up to £3,458 (£4,079 in London) for those
with incomes under £21,000 tapering off to
nothing at £30,994 and above.
• Dance and Drama Awards
	A limited number of awards are available to
enable talented students to access places
at 22 leading private specialist schools. The
budget is small (£14.5 million in 2008/09)
and caters for around 1,500 learners of all
ages. The award is in two parts. All those
who are eligible receive support, irrespective
of parental income, to meet all tuition costs
apart from a personal contribution of £1,275.
There is then a means-tested element on a
scale similar to, though not identical with,
that for EMAs. Below £21,000 the maximum
applies (as for EMAs) and provides £4,823
(£5,460 in London) towards residual fees
and maintenance. No contribution is
available for incomes over £33,000. Anyone
in receipt of a Dance and Drama Award is
not also eligible for an EMA.

Wider financial support
arrangements for young people
The Learner Support Funds including EMAs
are not the whole, nor even the largest part
of the arrangements for financial support for
young people. As part of general social policy,
payments are made to families reflecting their
financial circumstances and the number of
dependant children. This includes all children
up to the age of 16 and those in relevant
full-time education or training up to the 20th
birthday. The principal elements are as follows.
Child Benefit
Child Benefit is a non-means-tested benefit
paid to all families with dependant children.
It is normally paid to the mother. The rates of
payment are £20.00 per week for the first child
and £13.20 for subsequent ones. Payments

 House of Commons Written answer, 19 April 2007.
 House of Commons Written answer, 19 April 2007.

9
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cease when the child becomes financially
independent, i.e. becomes employed or claims
benefits in their own right, if they leave fulltime education, if they start a course of higher
education or when they reach the age of 20.
It is not payable if the child is NEET (Not in
Education, Employment or Training). To count
as full-time education at a school or college the
programme must exceed 20 hours per week.
The total sum spent on Child Benefit in England
in 2009/10 is around £11.8 billion per year. An
official split between expenditure on those
below the age of 16 and those over is not
available but the answers to a parliamentary
question in relation to 2004/05 data suggests
that £0.9 billion in that year related to the 16–19
phase, equivalent to £1.1 billion in 2009/10.9
Child Tax Credit
Child Tax Credit is part of a system of tax
credits designed to support low-income
families and particularly those with children.
It takes into account household income, the
number and ages of dependent children, and
other circumstances such as disability. The
definitions relating to whether a child between
the ages of 16 and 20 counts as dependent
are the same as for Child Benefit.
Child Tax Credit has several components
including an amount per family with children
and an amount per child so it is not possible to
state a maximum weekly rate in the same way
as for EMA or the Adult Learning Grant (ALG).
On the assumptions however that the average
family with a child in the 16–19 age range has
two dependent children, neither of whom are
under the age of one, the maximum weekly
payment would be in the region of £48 per
week. This would be paid in full for incomes
under £16,040 scaling down to £10 per week
at £50,000 p.a. and to zero at around £58,000.
The total cost of Child Tax Credit in 2004/05,
the only year for which the proportion
attributable to 16–19 year olds is available,
was £13.6 billion of which the 16–19 age group
accounted for £1.8 billion.10
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It is not possible to say exactly how much
would be spent on Child Tax Credit were the
income limit to be set at the lower level applied
to EMAs. The IFS has however estimated that
were the upper limit to be reduced to £27,500
there would be an overall saving of £1.35
billion per year, which would imply around
£180 million for the 16–19 phase.11
Income Support and Jobseeker’s
Allowance
Included in the figures for Child Tax Credit are
some families who received it via child premia
as part of Income Support or Jobseeker’s
Allowance. It is not possible separately to
identify these families within the total.
Table 1 below summarises the support
available to families through the Learner
Support System alongside that through welfare
policy. It identifies the total expenditure, the
number of recipients and the average rate per
week paid.

Support for Adults in FE and HE
To understand the options available for
developing support for 16–19 year olds it is
helpful to consider those available for adults
both in FE and HE. The circumstances of
those pre- and post-19 are clearly different. It
is assumed for example that after the age of
19 people are living independently whereas
in most cases those under 19 are living at
home. It may also be felt that some options

for post-19 support such as loans are not
applicable pre-16. Nevertheless a short survey
of the arrangements for adults will be helpful in
developing a typology or conceptualisation
of support.
Adults in FE
The range of options available to support
adults in FE is broadly similar to that for young
people though the funding available is more
limited. The principal schemes include:
• Hardship Funds
	Around £50 million was available in 2008/09
allocated on a discretionary basis by
institutions. It typically supports around
310,000 students per year.
• Childcare Funds
	A sum of £31 million is made available
alongside hardship funds and is allocated by
institutions. Although means-tested there is
no national scale.
• Residential Support
	Adult students can participate in the
schemes of support for residential study
and the Dance and Drama Awards on the
same basis as younger students.
• Adult Learning Grant
	ALG provides support for low-income adults
who wish to combine full-time learning with
full- or part-time employment. It provides
payments of up to £30 per week for single
individuals with an income below £11,810 or
£20,817 if they live with a partner. The top
of the scale, over which no grant is payable

Table 1: Learner Support and Benefits for Young People

11

Source of
Support

Average
weekly rate

Total number
of recipients

Total
Expenditure

Minimum of
Scale

Maximum of
Scale

EMA

£30

526,000

£549 million

£20,817

£30,810

Other LSF

£11.50

130,000

£78 million

local

local

Child Benefit

£13.20–£20.00

1,263,00012

£1,100 million

n.a.

n.a.

Child Tax
Credit

n.a.

n.a.

£1,800 million

£16,040

£58,000

 Options for Tax Credit Reform. Brewer, M. et al. IFS 2008
 SFR 13/2008 Total number of 16–18 year olds in FT non-advanced education

12
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is almost the same as for EMAs when living
with a partner (£30,810) but only £19,513
when living alone. The annual budget for ALG
is £35 million to support 30,000 learners.
• Career Development Loans
	CDLs are commercial bank loans to help
people pay for vocational education. They
are partly subsidised in that the LSC covers
interest charges for the duration of the
course; otherwise the arrangement is a
strictly commercial one. Individuals can
borrow up to £8,000 and should not do
paid work of over 30 hours per week for
the duration of the course. The budget is
£22 million and supports about 1,300 new
learners per year.
Adults in HE (full-time undergraduates)
Eligible full-time undergraduate students
are entitled to support with the costs of
undertaking higher education through a
mixture of grants and loans. Although the
position is complex because, for example, of
the varying costs of different types of courses,
the system has the following elements:
• Fee Loans
	All students are entitled to a loan up to the
maximum permitted fee; in 2008/09 it was
£3,145. The loan is effectively interest free
and unlike CDLs is only repayable when
income passes a set threshold.
• Maintenance Loans
	Unless a student is getting higher levels
of help through a maintenance grant they
are eligible to take out a loan to assist
with maintenance costs. The maximum
for students studying outside London in
2008/09 was £3,580 of which 75% was
available to all students and 25% subject to
a family income assessment.
• Maintenance Grant
	Undergraduate students are eligible for a
means-tested maintenance grant of up to
£2,835 in 2008/09. The maximum grant is
payable for household incomes of less than
£25,000 and the sum reduces on a sliding
scale until income reaches £60,005.
• S
 tudents who received an EMA on or
after September 2008 (other than those
undertaking E2E) will be automatically
eligible for the maximum maintenance
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award in HE irrespective of parents’ income
if they apply within three years of starting
their EMA. The eligibility will last for the full
duration of their course.
Adults in HE (part-time undergraduates)
Adult students studying part time in HE can
also be eligible for grant support to help meet
the costs of fees and other course costs.
To be eligible for support students must be
studying at 50% or more of full-time intensity.
The maximum level of fee support available
depends on intensity of study. For those
studying at 75% or more of full-time intensity
the maximum fee support for 2009/10 is
£1210. For those studying between 50% and
75% intensity of full-time study the maximum
fee support is £805. A course grant of £260 is
also payable to those eligible for fee support.
The fee grant is means-tested and the maximum
fee support is payable to eligible students with
a household income below £16,090; no fee
grant is paid when income exceeds £24,280.
The course grant however is paid in full for
those with incomes below £24,875 and not at
all for incomes over £26,826.
Summary of learner support
arrangements in FE
Table 2 below summarises the Learner
Support Arrangements for 16–19 year olds
and, for comparative purposes, also identifies
the arrangements for adults in further
education. It highlights the different amounts
paid under the various schemes both to
individuals and in total, and the various income
criteria for maximum and minimum payments.

The political debate
As an election approaches EMAs seem set to
figure as part of the political debate. There are
two main reasons why: the proposal to raise
the participation age (RPA) which undermines
the rationale for an incentive to ‘stay on’; and
the growing crisis in public finance which
means that serious cuts in public expenditure
are sought by both sides of the political divide.
The most direct attack on EMAs yet to
appear is contained in a paper by the Policy
Exchange called ‘Schools Funding and Social
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Table 2: Summary of FE Learner Support Arrangements (2008/09)
Scheme

Weekly Rate13

Recipients

Total
Expenditure

Minimum of
scale

Maximum of
scale

EMA

£30

526,000

£549 million

£20,817

£30,810

Care to Learn

£132

7,700

£32.5 million

Residential
Support (YP)

£250

500

£4.0 million

£21,000

£30,994

Dance and
Drama (all)

£302

1,500

£14.5 million

£21,000

£33,000

Hardship
Funds (YP)

£7.00

120,000

£27 million

Local
discretion

Local
discretion

ALG

£30

30,000

£35 million

£19,153
£11,810

£30,810
£20,817

Adult
Hardship

£5.04

310,000

£50 million

Local
discretion

Local
discretion

Adult
Childcare

£33.00

30,000

£31 million

Local
discretion

Local
discretion

Justice’.14 In it the authors, Sam Freedman and
Simon Horner, claim that:
‘money could be found by scrapping
the £550 million Education Maintenance
Allowance – a means-tested weekly
payment of up to £30 for students in post16 education. This 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.’
It is significant that Freedman and Horner do
not assert that there are more effective ways
of spending the money on 16–19 year olds.
Rather it is their view that it should be used
to subsidise investment in the pre-16 sector
of education. It would be better, they argue,
to provide a significant premium to schools in
respect of those pupils they recruit from the
most socially disadvantaged groups.
According to the Policy Exchange much of the
EMA is ‘deadweight’; that is, a payment that
has no impact on the problem it is intended to

address; and after RPA it will become 100%
deadweight:
‘the EMA is, in effect, a massive deadweight
cost – providing payment to 46% of learners,
the vast majority of whom would have been
in post-16 education in any case. 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.’
Strictly speaking of course Freedman and
colleagues are simply wrong. EMAs are paid to
18 year olds who are not affected at all by the
proposed increase in the participation age, so
the ‘entire cost’ will not automatically become
deadweight. Nevertheless since most EMA
recipients are in the age group affected, their
point needs to be addressed.
A more recent paper15 from the think tank
‘Reform’ does not make specific mention

 Where there is not a standard rate these are averages calculated from overall data assuming a typical academic
year of 32 weeks
14
 Schools Funding and Social Justice, Freedman, S. and Horner, S. Policy Exchange, October 2008
15
 Back to Black; Budget 2009 Report. Basset, D. et al. Reform April 2009
13
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of EMAs but calls for cuts in both financial
support in general and HE student support in
particular. It is important as an indicator of the
terms of the current debate that benefits once
thought untouchable – such as Child Benefit –
are now seriously proposed for abolition.
‘The concept of insurance in the state
welfare system has been effectively
abandoned, with most middle and high
earning families providing for themselves.
The universal Child Benefit is one of the last
vestiges of a previous age and comes at a
substantial cost to the taxpayer. These costs
not only include direct fiscal costs, but also
the economic and administrative costs of tax
burdens having to be higher than otherwise.
Many countries have already shifted towards
targeting (Australia and New Zealand) or
taxing child benefits (Ireland). Therefore, the
recommendation is that Child Benefit should
be means-tested and rolled into the Family
Element and Child Tax Credit. The Child Tax
Credit is already widely received among those
families in most need of assistance. Removing
the universal Child Benefit would save £10.8
billion (prior to the cost of increasing the
Family Element and Child Tax Credit, which
could cost in the order of £4–5 billion).’
The paper also attacks the interest-free loans
enjoyed by full-time undergraduates in the
English HE system. It asserts
‘A positive step to balance the budget and
pave the way for fee and admissions reform
would be to offer student loans at market
interest rates.’
It is not clear whether EMAs escaped their
specific list of programmes to be cut because
it is relatively small (other targets, including
Trident and ID cards are, like Child Benefit,
costed in billions) or because EMAs are
already strongly means-tested.
The changing political mood is not confined
to the right-leaning think tanks. Writing in
the Financial Times the director of DEMOS,
Richard Reeves, has outlined an approach to

what he calls ‘progressive austerity’;16 policies
designed to protect the poor during what
he sees as inevitable retrenchment in public
spending. In relation to financial support the
article states baldly:
‘Middle class welfare should end. Child
benefit should be abolished.’
The programmes that would survive in Reeves’
world are those that are very effective and tightly
focused on the poor. It is not clear whether he
sees EMAs as having these characteristics.
By contrast government support for the EMA
remains strong. In an exchange in the House
of Commons in March the Parliamentary
Under-Secretary of State made an explicit
commitment to maintain the allowance:17
‘Joan Ryan (Enfield, North) (Lab): Some
4,000 young people in Enfield have benefited
from the education maintenance allowance
in the past year. That means young people
staying in education and getting the
qualifications that they need in both academic
and vocational courses. It is interesting
to note that the number of young people
going to university from Enfield has doubled
in the past 10 years; in recent years, the
education maintenance allowance has made
a significant difference. Will the Minister give
a commitment that, unlike the Conservative
party, we will guarantee the future of the
education maintenance allowance?
Sarah McCarthy-Fry: I thank my Right Hon.
friend for her question. Her constituency is
testament to the good work that the EMA
has done in enabling young people from
disadvantaged backgrounds to continue
their education. I am proud to say that we
are, I understand, the only party committed
to continuing the education maintenance
allowance.’
A recent government policy pronouncement
on the issue was contained in the Prime
Minister’s speech of 5 May18 in which he made
clear his support for a system of allowances
for 16–19 year olds.

 Progressive austerity: an agenda to protect the poor. Reeves, R. Financial Times 21 May 2009
 Hansard 9 March 2009
18
 http://www.number10.gov.uk/Page19209
16
17
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‘Now we have made already one of the first
big decisions for a global age with education
to 18. This will cost money, but it is the
right thing to do and by making educational
allowances available, more will be able to
stay on at school or go to college in these
age groups.’
This speech confirms the line taken in the White
Paper ‘New Opportunities – Fair Chances for
the Future’19 which describes EMAs in terms of
both efficiency and social justice.
‘Our investment in education has also
transformed the range of opportunities
available to young people at 16 and sought
to ensure fair access to these opportunities.
Key measures include providing students
from disadvantaged backgrounds with
Education Maintenance Allowances and
improving maintenance grants for those
participating in higher education so that
two thirds of undergraduates receive a
full or partial grant. Together these have
helped reduce the gap between the higher
education participation rates of higher and
lower socio-economic groups.’

The White Paper did announce however a
cross-departmental review of arrangements
for support for young people in the new legal
context.
‘We need to ensure that the system of
financial support for 16–18 year olds
will continue to deliver our objectives of
supporting fair access to learning, build
on the success of EMA and help all young
people progress. A well designed system
will deliver these objectives while ensuring
simplicity, transparency and value for money.
We will work across government departments
to carry out a review of the way in which
financial support for 16 to 18 year olds is
made available. This will build on analysis of
the value for money and effectiveness of our
current learner support schemes. We will also
consider how benefits for 16 to 18 year olds
can best enable young people to participate
in education and jobs with training.’
The cross-departmental review opens up
the opportunity to look at financial support
for learners alongside financial support more
generally.

 New Opportunities – Fair Chances for the Future. HMG January 2009

19
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Approaches to financial support

‘‘

Payment of
universal Child
Benefit for 16–19
year olds to high
income families
does nothing
to reduce child
poverty or increase
participation in
education and
training.

Approaches to financial support vary on a
number of dimensions. Some of the ways
in which EMAs differ from other aspects of
financial support have been alluded to in
earlier sections but it will be helpful to set out
in detail how EMAs are currently configured or
the part they play in the present pattern
of provision.

General hardship v. costs of
participation
One difference between schemes of financial
support that might be drawn is whether they
are concerned with financial hardship in
general or the specific costs of participation
in education. Child Benefit for example is, in
general, concerned to alleviate child poverty;
FE Hardship Funds are about the extra costs
of going to college. The distinction however is
not watertight; Child Benefit and Tax Credits
are only paid in respect of 16–19 year olds if
they are in full-time education or training; and
EMAs are paid at a flat rate that doesn’t take
account of variations in cost.

Means-tested v. universal benefits
Some benefits are paid irrespective of income,
others only to those on low incomes. Here
there is a relatively clear distinction between
Child Benefit which is not means-tested and
Child Tax Credit which is. The best example of
a non means-tested benefit specifically linked
to the costs of tuition is the provision of free
education for those aged 16–19.
These two distinctions can be conveniently
combined in a grid below which also indicates
the relative scale of support. EMAs are one of
the smaller schemes.
Some commentators have argued that Child
Benefit should be means-tested. Mark Corney
for example, in a recent CfBT publication23
has argued:
‘Payment of universal Child Benefit for 16–19
year olds to high-income families does
nothing to reduce child poverty or increase
participation in education and training.
Children from high-income families are not in
poverty and tend to stay on post-16 anyway.
Child Benefit for 16–19 year olds should be

‘‘

Table 3: Means-tested and universal benefits

General Hardship

Participation Costs

Means-tested Benefit

Universal Benefit

16+ Child Tax Credit

16+ Child Benefit

£1,800,000

£1,100,000

FE Hardship

Free FE Tuition

£100,000

£6,700,000

EMA

HE Fee Loans

£600,000

£2,000,00020
HE Maintenance Loans21
£2,600,0022

 Student Support for Higher Education in England Academic Year 2008/09 (Provisional) Student Loans Company
27 November 2008
21
 Maintenance loans are partially means-tested: eligibility is reduced for those in receipt of HE Maintenance Grants
and the final 25% of the maximum loan available is means-tested for those with family incomes over £72,034
22
 As above
23
 Raising the participation age: Keeping it on track. Corney, M. CfBT 2008
20
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means-tested and only paid to households
with income of less than £60,000 in line with
Child Tax Credit.’
It is possible to make a broad-brush
estimate of the budgetary consequences of
such a move.24 Not paying Child Benefit to
households earning over £58,000 would save
around £1.4 billion per year. Assuming that
expenditure on 16–19 year olds reduced pro
rata to the total, that would be a saving of £130
million. As family income usually increases with
age the saving might be a little more.
On the other hand if the income threshold for
receipt of Child Benefit was set nearer to the
EMA level the savings would be greater. Around
55% of Child Benefit is received by households
earning over £25,000 per year – a total of £6.27
billion. Of this, 16–19 year olds might account
for £585 million which is broadly the same as
the annual expenditure on EMAs.

Opportunity cost, direct cost
and indirect costs
The costs of participation in education can be
broken down into those directly connected
with participation such as course fees, and
those indirectly associated – such as travel to
get to college or childcare. It is also possible
to identify the opportunity cost of participation
– the alternatives thereby foregone, which is
normally taken to be lost earnings. Combining

this analysis with the means-tested/universal
distinction again helps to position EMAs. (See
Table 4 below.)
There seem to be no current examples of
universal schemes of support with the indirect
costs of learning at a national level. Local
schemes of support with the costs of transport
that provide all young people with a bus pass
would fall in this category, however, and a
national scheme along these lines might help
rationalise a very fragmented offer in this regard.

Conditional v. unconditional
The EMA is distinguished from most other
forms of financial support by its conditionality:
that is recipients must not only satisfy
eligibility conditions but their performance
must also meet a standard deemed
satisfactory by the authorities. In relation to
EMA performance relates to attendance and
punctuality but also performance against
a learning agreement – handing work in on
time or making satisfactory progress. The
only other national schemes involving similar
conditions are Activity Agreements and
Learning Agreements, which are in many
ways variants of the EMA for those not in
Education, Employment or Training (NEET) or
Jobs without Training (JWT) respectively. The
deployment of FE Hardship Funds increasingly
entails similar conditions, prompted in large
part by the EMA example.

Table 4: Support with Direct, Indirect and Opportunity Costs

Opportunity Cost

Direct Cost

Means-tested

Universal

EMA

EMA (E2E)

HE Maintenance Grant

HE Maintenance Loan25

HE Fee grant

HE Fee Loan
FE Free Tuition

Indirect Cost

Care to Learn

(Some transport schemes)

Hardship Funds
Not linked to cost

Child Tax Credit

Child Benefit

 Calculations based on a series of answers to Parliamentary Questions asked in June 2009.
 Partially means-tested (see footnote 21 above).

24
25
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Parent v. student
The attachment of conditions to the EMA
and other schemes influenced by its model
may be explained by the fact that it is paid to
the student and not the parent. Child Benefit
and Child Tax Credit are paid to adults when
their child is in full-time education but there
is no requirement on them other than to
report if they leave. On the other hand HE
grants and loans are paid to the student and
are unconditional. It is perhaps the fact that
payments are made directly to students under
the age of 19 that is associated with increased
conditionality; a view reinforced by the fact that
the Adult Learning Grant does not similarly
emphasise performance.

Conditionality: extracts from a typical college policy statement
The College has decided that any unauthorised absence will result in the loss of EMA for the whole
week and the College is entitled to interpret the attendance as they see fit. Authorised absences
count as attendance. 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.
Learners will be required to sign a contract with their EMA Administrator in order to receive EMA.
There are two agreements; the Part 1 Agreement is for the weekly attendance payments and Part
2 is for the bonuses. These are signed and kept in a secure place. Once the relevant Agreement
has been received and signed within 5 days, the learner’s information can then be entered into the
system and payment of their EMA/bonus will be activated.
Bonuses of £100 are given out to learners in January and July.
January bonus is payable if learners remain on their learning programme and make good
progress and achieve the standards of behaviour, effort and achievement (information on SIMS)
against learning goals set out in contract part 2.
July bonus is payable if they remain on their learning programme and make good progress
and achieve the standards of behaviour, effort and achievement against learning goals set out
in contract part 2. Also, the learner must have attended any public examinations they were
scheduled to complete during this period.
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The impact of EMAs

‘‘

Since the
EMAs were rolled
out nationally it has
been possible to
observe trends in
participation but
not say with the
same certainty
that these were
attributable to
the allowance.

Decisions on the future of EMAs will need to
take into account how far they have achieved
their policy objectives and how far they are
likely to address the future policy agenda.
Their original aims were:
• to increase the participation of young people
in post-compulsory education;
• to increase the achievements of young
people at level 2 and level 3; and
• to reduce the disparity in attainment
between young people from different
backgrounds.
Increased achievement was envisaged as
resulting from improved course completion
rates and improved pass rates in the final
assessments.

‘‘

The relevance of EMAs to a future policy
agenda is influenced by the decision to
raise the participation age to 18. As some
commentators have argued, the introduction
of compulsion reduces the need for incentives
or support to stay in learning, although as
others have pointed out, compulsion only
becomes practical if other factors have already
resulted in high voluntary staying-on rates.
Also, the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats
do not support the RPA though presumably
are still keen to have high participation rates
and therefore need to seek effective voluntary
mechanisms. These paradoxes are explored
further in the discussion of policy options.

The research evidence
There is a substantial body of high quality
evidence that evaluates the performance of
EMAs against their original objectives. The
best research, in methodological terms,
relates to the pilot phase because it was
then most feasible to seek to isolate the

impact of the EMA from that of other changes
in society. Since the EMAs were rolled out
nationally it has been possible to observe
trends in participation but not say with the
same certainty that these were attributable to
the allowance.
The major pieces of quantitative research are:
•	EMA: The First Two Years26
This study, by the Centre for Research in
Social Policy (CRISP), working with the
Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) is based on
a comparison of a large random sample of
young people and their parents in 10 EMA
pilot areas and 11 control areas. Since
the researchers were able to match the
individuals in the pilot and control areas,
a variety of background factors could
be controlled for. The study covers two
groups of young people who completed
compulsory education in 1999 and 2000.
•	EMA: Evaluation with Administrative Data27
This study uses the administrative data
collected by the Government and its
agencies for the academic years 2001/02
to 2003/04 to compare the performance of
young people in areas where EMAs were
available and areas where they were not.
It offers two analyses: the first comparing
the pilot and control areas established for
1999 leavers; the second comparing the
pilot areas for 1999 and 2000 with the
rest of England. The study was on a larger
scale and undertaken later than the initial
evaluation but lacked its detailed matching
of individual recipients.
•	Evaluation of the EMA roll-out28
This study is the only available substantial
piece of work conducted since the roll-out
of EMAs. Since there was no option of a
control group the methodology agreed
was to compare the administrative records
for learners in and not in receipt of EMAs

 Education Maintenance Allowance: The First Two Years. A Quantitative Evaluation. Ashworth, K. et al. 2002, CRISP
& IFS DfES Research Report RR 352
27
 Education Maintenance Allowance: Evaluation with Administrative Data. Chowdury, H. et al. IFS for LSC 2007
28
 Evaluation of the EMA National Roll-out. Aitken, G. et al. RCU for LSC 2007
26
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taking some account of background
characteristics. It focused on the retention,
achievement and success29 rates of 16 year
olds on one-year further education courses
in 2004/05.

Evidence on participation
The initial evaluation (2002) reported a clear
impact of EMAs. It concluded that they
raised participation in Year 12 (the first postcompulsory 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. Around half of the increase came
from those otherwise not in education, training
or employment (NEET) and half from those in
work. The impact was reported to be greater
among young men than young women,
in urban areas as opposed to rural, and
significantly larger when young people were
eligible for the full award. The variants where
the allowance was paid to the student were
more effective than those where the parent
received the money.
At first sight the findings from the subsequent
work by IFS may seem to be at variance with
these results and are quoted by Freedman30 to
justify the transfer of EMA resources to school
funding. He states:
‘A recent analysis published by the Institute
for Fiscal Studies (IFS) suggests that there
may have been an increase of just 2% in
the number of female participants post-16
and no increase at all in the number of male
participants.’
The quotation is somewhat selective however
as shown by the full extract given below.
‘Our estimates of the EMA impact
tend to increase as more background
characteristics are taken into account, with
a final estimate of around 2.0 percentage
points for females in the first analysis
(but no statistically significant impact for
males). With our second analysis, there are

significant impacts for both sexes – just
under 3.0 percentage points for females
and 2.0 percentage points for males. These
are shown in Table 1. In addition to the
estimated impact of the EMA across all
individuals this table also contains estimates
of the impact of the policy on those who
actually received the EMA. These are
computed on the assumption that the EMA
had no effect on the education outcomes
of those who did not receive it (either
because their family income was too high
for them to be eligible or because they were
eligible but, for whatever reason, they did not
take it up).’
The estimated effect on those who received
the EMA is reported as 7.3 percentage points
for females and 5.5 percentage points for
males. Although these figures are lower than
the comparable figures from the earlier work
the authors note that the differences are not
statistically significant and that the individual
level data in the first study makes it more likely
to be accurate.
In addition to providing robust evidence that
EMAs have affected participation, the IFS 2007
study provides some evidence that the impact
is concentrated on disadvantaged groups.
When the impact of EMAs is broken down
by the level of neighbourhood deprivation, as
measured by the index of multiple deprivation
(IMD) the impact on females is strongest for
those in the bottom fifth, followed by those in
the second lowest fifth of the population. For
males the biggest impact is on the second
lowest; and for both genders the pattern is the
same at ages 16 and 17.
The authors sought to conduct similar
analyses using the take-up of free school
meals (FSM) and prior attainment as measures
of deprivation. While for females a similar
pattern emerges as in the IMD analysis, on
these measures the impact for males is
evenly spread.

 The success rate is the product of the retention rate (i.e. those who complete the course) and the achievement rate
(i.e. those who pass)
30
 Policy Exchange 2008
29

www.cfbt.com

24
2

Should we end the EMA?

Evidence on retention

size of the termly bonus was key to improved
retention:

Retention in relation to EMAs means two
things; the extent to which young people drop
out during the year, and the extent to which
those who complete one post-compulsory
year go on to a further year’s study. The latter
aspect is considered first.
The fall in overall participation rates at age 17
(or between Years 12 and 13) is significant and
of major policy interest. If the Government is to
achieve its goal of (almost) 100% participation
until the age of 18 then persuading those
who currently study for one year after leaving
school and then seek work is the major
challenge. The 2002 study offers evidence that
EMAs have an important role to play.
‘EMA has affected education retention
rates, defined as the proportion of those
in full-time education in Year 12 who were
still in full-time education in Year 13. EMA
increased retention rates by 3.9 percentage
points in urban areas (from 77.2 per cent to
81.1 per cent) and 6.4 percentage points in
rural areas (from 80.8 per cent to 87.2 per
cent). This was despite the higher education
participation rates experienced in Year 12 as
a result of the EMA.’
The IFS 2007 study also suggests an impact
on retention from Year 12 to Year 13 though
it appears less marked. For females the
percentage point increase in participation at
age 17 was the same as at age 16; for males
slightly less. For black females the study found
a significant impact; for this sub-group almost
all the increase in participation at age 17 of
4 percentage points was accounted for by
improved retention.
The 2002 study only offers useful information
on drop-out during the year. Of those
undertaking a one-year course at 16, around
a third of the sample, those in the pilot areas
were less likely to drop out. Those receiving
a full EMA were less likely to drop out than
those who obtained a partial award. The study
was able to compare the impact of different
variants of the EMA and concluded that the

 From the LSC statement of priorities 2009/10

31
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‘it is also clear that the most effective way
to increase retention is to increase retention
bonuses.’
The IFS 2007 study does not offer an analysis
of in-year retention but confirmation of the
earlier findings is provided by the RCU report
of 2007. Its analysis of administrative data
suggests that the in-year retention rate of
those with EMAs was 2.3 percentage points
higher than for those without. This was true
across all ethnic groups, and at all qualification
levels but
‘the difference was greatest at level 2 where
overall retention was comparatively low.’

Evidence on achievement
The purpose of encouraging young people to
continue in full-time education after the school
leaving age is to boost their achievements.
Policies and targets are framed in terms of
achievements as well as participation, as
shown in Box 1 on page 26.31
The 2002 study was only able to look at
achievement rates in respect of one-year
courses. The report notes that young people
in receipt of EMAs were less well qualified
than their counterparts in the control areas at
the start of Year 12 and were more likely to be
taking vocational courses. Nevertheless they
achieved as well in like-for-like comparisons.
‘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.’
The IFS 2007 study provides much stronger
evidence of an impact on achievement across
one- and two-year courses and at levels 2 and
3. The first analysis compares achievement
in the first year pilot areas with the control
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Box 1

Young People’s PSA targets:
To raise the educational achievement of all children and young people so that by 2010/11:
• 82% of young people achieve L2 by the age of 19;
• 54% of young people achieve L3 by the age of 19.
To narrow the gap in educational achievement between children from low income and
disadvantaged backgrounds and their peers:
• the gap between the initial participation in full-time higher education rates for young
people aged 18, 19 and 20 from the top three and bottom four socio-economic classes;
• r educing the proportion of young people who are NEET by two percentage points by 2010
(from a baseline of 9.6 per cent at end 2004).
In addition the LSC to lead on:
• increasing the numbers of 17 year olds in education or training so that 86% are
participating in 2010/11;
• r educing the inequality gap in attainment at levels 2 and 3 so that, by 2010/11, 62% of
those in receipt of free school meals at 16 achieve L2 by the age of 19 and to reduce the
gap in attainment at L3 by age 19 between those young people who were in receipt of free
school meals and those who were not by 1.8 percentage points; increasing the number
of children and young people on the path to success so that everyone achieves their full
potential, makes a positive contribution and makes a successful transition to adulthood; in
particular by reducing the proportion of young people NEET by two percentage points by
end 2004).

group and finds no significant improvement
for females but a significant positive impact on
attainment of the level 3 threshold by males.
Comparing all EMA pilot areas with the rest
of England however, the study finds benefits
for both.
‘Nationally, by comparing all EMA pilot
areas (initial and extension LEAs) with the
rest of England, we find 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. The corresponding base
levels for the Key Stage 5 outcomes (see
Table 1b) imply that, for males and females,
average A Level performance was improved
by around 4.5 per cent at ages 18 and 19.’
The report goes on to stress that this
improvement is associated simply with living
in an area that was piloting EMAs. It was not
possible to identify in the administrative data
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whether an individual actually received one.
Since it is reasonable to infer that it is receiving
an EMA that impacts upon performance,
rather than living in an area where others get
them, the authors suggest that the figures
seriously understate the scale of the impact.
They conclude that the real effect is some
three times as great i.e. 6% for males and
7.5% for females.
It is important to note that it is those in
disadvantaged groups who appear to have
gained most from this improvement in
achievement rates. According to the report the
study confirms
‘that the impacts of the EMA on attainment
were concentrated among pupils from
the most deprived backgrounds. 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. For males
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from deprived backgrounds the impacts
are generally smaller, but there are still
significant gains at Level 3 by age 18: males
in the most deprived neighbourhoods were
1.3 percentage points more likely to reach
this threshold by age 18. The 3.0 point
increase [in] Key Stage 5 points that this
group of males also saw implies a 9.4 per
cent improvement on the base.’
The impact is, in the words of the authors,
‘striking’ for some ethnic minority groups.
Asian and Black females were 4.3 and 6.2
percentage points more likely to achieve a
full level 3. Black males also were significantly
more likely to have achieved the level 2 and
3 thresholds by age 18 in an area with EMAs
and by age 18 their Key Stage 5 tariff had
increased by 10.9 points or 27% on the
base figure.

Evidence from government
funded training
The initial introduction of EMAs was associated
with a small reduction in the numbers of young
people entering work-based learning. The final
quantitative evaluation of the EMA pilots32 states:
‘It seems that young people had been drawn
into education from among both those who
would otherwise have entered work, with
or without training, and those who would
have been classified as not in education,
employment or training (NEET). 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.’
It was not possible to identify the exact
proportion of those who would have been
in work with training but it is clear that the
introduction of EMAs, alongside other factors
like the extension of the National Minimum
Wage to young people, played some part
in the continuing long-term decline of the
work based route. In the current climate
however it is not clear that the removal of

 Middleton et al. 2005
 Ipsos MORI 2007
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EMAs would lead to a corresponding increase
in employment with training (or indeed in
employment at all).
The EMA was subsequently extended to those
on government-supported training to counter
a possible perverse incentive for some young
people not to take up work based learning.
This extension of the scheme has been
evaluated by Ipsos MORI.
The evidence concerning the extension of
EMAs to government-funded work based
learning is important for two reasons. The
learners involved are among the most
disadvantaged young people and particularly
at risk of becoming NEET; they are therefore
of particular policy interest. Furthermore in
many individual cases EMAs replaced training
allowances, whereas in full-time education a
national system of financial support was wholly
new. An evaluation therefore may shed light
on whether the conditions attached to the
EMA offer, rather than financial support per se
makes any difference.
The evaluation report33 suggests that the
EMAs have had a positive impact on both
participation and performance. It is particularly
positive about the bonus system which it
sees as helping providers to reinforce good
behaviour:
‘The bonus system incentivising various
aspects of learner activity has also been
a success, and has had a greater positive
impact than EMA as a whole on participation.’
The report indicates that providers share the
researchers’ assessment of the scheme’s
benefits.
‘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.’
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Evidence from Activity Agreements
Although they are not EMAs, the Activity
Agreements, managed by Connexions, have
some important similarities with them. Activity
Agreements (AA) are designed to encourage
young people who have been not in education,
employment or training (NEET) for some
time back into learning or help them get a
job (with training). In return for completing a
series of activities tailored to their individual
needs and designed to move towards learning
or employment, 16 and 17 year olds who
have been NEET for at least 20 continuous
weeks receive an allowance. The agreements
were piloted in eight areas between April
2006 and March 2008, modelling different
levels of financial support, managed by local
Connexions Partnerships.
The pilots have been subsequently extended
for another 18 months and are trialling further
models of eligibility and support. However
an evaluation by the Institute of Employment
Studies34 finds that they have been effective in
helping many young people back into learning
or work. They conclude:

Looking ahead to the raising of the
participation age, the evaluation shows that
financial incentives are an effective tool for
engaging young people and retaining their
participation.’
The study emphasises that the financial
allowance was not necessarily the most
important part of the programme for many
learners; nevertheless it
‘served to legitimise their involvement, e.g.
with their family, and replaced alternative
sources of income to enable young people
to take part.’
There are important messages here for
consideration of the future of EMAs i.e.
the symbolic importance of payments and
addressing the issue of the opportunity cost
of participation.

‘Activity Agreements help re-engage a
section of the long-term NEET population
– the proportion of young people who were
NEET for 20 weeks and who subsequently
engaged in education or training is 11
percentage points higher than it would have
been if the agreements were not in place.

 Activity Agreements Evaluation. Hillage, J. et al. IES, November 2008
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EMAs in operation

‘‘

Who gets EMAs?

Since there is
a strong correlation
between attainment
and socio-economic
status it is not
surprising that EMAs
are disproportionately
accessed by those
with lower attainment at the end
of compulsory
schooling.

EMAs are focused on those from low-income
households. It is therefore not surprising that
the administrative data shows that recipients
are mainly drawn from lower socio-economic
groups though it is useful confirmation that
targeting on the disadvantaged seems to
work. The proportions are summarised in
Chart 1 below.35

them. They are much more likely to be taken
up by those receiving free school meals
(FSM) in Year 11 (91% of those with FSM as
against 40% of the rest of the population) and
marginally more likely to be taken up by those
with a disability (49% as against 43%). They
are much more likely to be taken up by those
living with single parents, and particularly
single mothers (83% as against 31% of those
living with both parents).

The evidence also shows that EMAs are
reaching other groups of students who are
the object of policy concern. 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

Since there is a strong correlation between
attainment and socio-economic status it is not
surprising that EMAs are disproportionately
accessed by those with lower attainment
at the end of compulsory schooling.
Nevertheless the association is striking, as
illustrated in Chart 2 below (also extracted
from the YCS/LYPE analysis).

‘‘

Chart 1: % of each Occupational Group receiving EMAs
% receiving EMAs
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 Extracted from The Youth Cohort Study and Longitudinal Study of Young People in England. The Activities and
Experiences of 17 year olds in England. DCSF, June 2009
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Chart 2: % receiving EMAs by educational achievement at Year 11
% receiving EMAs
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Perceptions of EMAs
Unlike having free school meals, eligibility
for an EMA does not appear to run the risk
of stigmatising its recipients. There is no
suggestion in the guidance to institutions
that they should go to great trouble to keep
secret the identities of those who receive
EMAs and it appears to be the subject of open
discussion among students. This perhaps
derives from the fact that a large proportion of
the cohort receives at least a partial allowance;
in many FE colleges it will be the majority. It
is not certain how this might change were
the eligibility rules to be tightened so that the
scheme only supported the very poor.
At the same time there does not appear to be
a widespread view that giving financial support
to some but not all students is unfair. When
asked about EMAs students frequently voice
criticisms of aspects of its administration36; or

 See for example exchanges reported on the NUS website
 Ipsos MORI 2008
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raise concerns about the fact that eligibility
only reflects income and not costs. The idea
that poorer students should receive help does
however seem to command general assent.
Students in general seem to accept that the
EMA is a ‘something for something’ deal.
This does not, however, stop criticism of how
conditions around attendance are interpreted
in practice. The Ipsos MORI study37 for
example, asked young people what they would
like to see changed about the scheme and
found that the most frequent answer by far
was ‘nothing’. The responses are summarised
in Chart 3 below.
One recurring criticism from providers and
students is that the EMA reflects family income
but does not take into account the need to
spend. Those of modest means facing high
costs are at a disadvantage. In part this is the
reason for maintaining discretionary hardship
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Chart 3: Improvements
Improvements

Have the option of getting
payment by cheque/post
Payments should be made
during the holiday
Make application form simpler
EMA should not be dependent
on parental/household income
Increase bonuses
Payments should be processed
faster
Don’t know
Other
Increase payments
Nothing – system works well

0%
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PLA

Source: Ipsos MORI, 2007

funds so that institutions can help, for example,
someone who faces exceptional costs in
travelling to college. Exceptional costs can
arise for a wide range of reasons that would be
difficult to capture in a national scheme.
It might make sense however for the number
of dependent children to be taken into
account as well as household income when
determining eligibility. It would not require a
substantial increase in administration and is an
objective circumstance that can be identified.
There is a clear precedent (which students
may well be aware of) in the calculations for
Child Tax Credit to which scale payments
might be linked.
Finally it is worth considering what might be
the reaction from young people and their
parents were EMAs now to be withdrawn.
All the evaluations show that they are well
understood, and therefore form part of the
expectations which young people in Key
Stages 3 and 4 have about the future. It is
likely that there would be stronger opposition
from those families affected than support from
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those not; after all these latter would not be
directly gaining by the change.
In the context of an increase in the age of
compulsory participation there might be strong
objections which could undermine support
for the policy in principle and its operation
in practice. The most likely immediate
consequence would be a growth in part-time
working as young people strove to maintain a
level of income; there would also be some who
would look for full-time work, with or without
training. The RCU report (LSC 2008) is typical
in stating:
‘Well over half the respondents had parttime jobs as well as receiving an EMA
although the majority of these said they
would have had to work more hours if they
had not received an award. Three-quarters
of those who did not have a job said they
would have had to find one if they had not
got an EMA.’
In times of full employment it is possible that in
the absence of EMAs young people would opt
instead for apprenticeships, reversing the small
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flow from work-based learning to education
that was associated with their introduction. In
the current context that seems unlikely.

What about ‘deadweight’?
An important strand in the criticism of EMAs
concerns ‘deadweight’: the fact that in seeking
to increase participation by some young people
payments are made to many others who
would have stayed on anyway. This means
that the unit cost of each extra participant is
not the £900 or so in allowances they receive
but several times that amount; and this, critics
suggest, represents poor value for money.
It is necessary to point out that ‘deadweight’
is something that applies to all areas of
government policy, not just EMAs. Winter fuel
allowance for example is paid to many over the
age of 60 who can well afford to pay for their
own heating; free bus passes are given to many
who would and could pay for themselves. Of
greater relevance perhaps to the EMA debate
is that Child Benefit is paid to large numbers of
people whose children are not at risk of poverty.
In the world of education a similar charge
of deadweight could be made concerning
support for higher education, particularly the
interest rate subsidy on loans. There is certainly
deadweight in the Train to Gain programme
which supports employers to offer training
to unqualified staff; indeed there must be an
element of deadweight in subsidised FE fees.
If it is ubiquitous then, does the payment of
EMAs involve a greater level of deadweight
than other areas of government policy? This
seems unlikely. The allowance is subject to a
strict means test unlike winter fuel payments or
Child Benefit. The means test also has a lower
threshold than Child Tax Credit.
Unlike most other areas of policy however,
the level of deadweight in EMA allowances
can be calculated (which may be the reason
why it is the focus of attention). The most
recent figures show that 43% of full-time

students aged 17-18 receive EMAs. 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.
Of the 43% receiving EMAs, 10% receive
payments at the lower rates – £10 and £20 per
week. It is known that the impact of these lower
level payments is less than for the full rate. One
way to reduce the deadweight effect therefore
might be to remove the two lower bands.

The use of EMAs
Despite anecdotal claims that EMAs are used
simply to finance a more luxurious social life
the evidence suggests that in the main they
are used to help meet some of the indirect
costs and opportunity costs of learning. In
the former category books, equipment and
particularly transport are mentioned in most
surveys; the offsetting of opportunity costs
is reflected in the reduction, though not the
elimination, of paid work during term time.
The evaluation of the early pilots38 rejected
the view that EMAs were being primarily used
to fund recreational activities. Ashworth and
colleagues reported that:
‘It seems that, on these measures, EMA is
not being used to supplement young people’s
spending on entertainment. Young people
who were receiving EMA were more likely
than other groups of eligible young people
to be making a contribution to housekeeping
costs, transport and books and equipment
for school. They were also more likely to say
that transport or books and equipment was
their main item of expenditure.’
At around the same time research into the
East Ayrshire pilot in Scotland39 concluded:
‘EMA recipients mainly spent their grant
on buying clothes, books or other
equipment for school or college (especially

 Ashworth et al. (2001) Education Maintenance Allowance: The First Year: A Quantitative Evaluation, Centre for
Research in Social Policy.
39
 Ianelli, C. et al. (2002) Evaluation of Maintenance Allowance (EMAs): Evaluation of the East Ayrshire Pilot.
38
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the young women) and for leisure activities
(especially the young men). Another
consistent proportion (33–42%) said they
used EMA to cover transport costs and
help with household expenses.’
(Table 5.7)
A more recent study for the Scottish Executive
by York Consulting40 reaches substantially the
same conclusions:
‘The research showed that, among college
students, the EMA was “widely recognised
as having a positive effect on attendance
and that the funds generally ‘made life a lot
easier’ for these students”. 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.’
The most recent English study to comment
on this aspect of EMAs was carried out by
York Consulting for the LSC in 2009. Although
it studied a different group of learners, those
formerly NEET who were introduced to EMAs
following an extension in the range of eligible
provision, its conclusions are broadly the
same. The authors state:
‘The main ways in which they have used their
EMA were for costs relating to the learning
programme or towards the costs of living.’

The value of EMAs
The maximum value of the EMA has remained
substantially unchanged at £30 per week
since the first pilots were introduced a decade
ago. In real terms the value has gone down
considerably and it needs to be asked whether
it has the same impact as it did at the time of
its introduction.
The initial evaluation of the EMA pilots41
supports the idea that the impact of the
allowance might be proportional to its size.

The pilots included variants with a higher rate
of basic allowance (£40 as against £30) which
appeared to have some effect on participation.
After comparing the changes in the rates of
participation brought about in the different
areas the report concludes:
‘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.
(Table 5.12)
If the more generous EMA bonus offered in
urban Variant 4 had been made available
to all the urban pilot areas, the gain in the
overall participation rate is estimated to be
by an additional 0.3 percentage points.’
(Table 5.12)
The Government clearly concluded that to
spend more than an additional £150 million
on the scheme in order to achieve a further
1.2 percentage increase among eligible young
people (or around half a percentage point in
participation rates overall) did not represent
value for money at the time. Nevertheless
this does not mean that the effect of the EMA
has remained as strong over the years since
its introduction. Even the 2007 report of the
IFS, comparing the figures for the 1999–2000
evaluation with its own study looking at the
2002–2003/4 cohorts concludes:
‘The declining generosity of the EMA may
naturally mean that the impact of the EMA
would be expected to weaken over time.’
Between 1999 and 2008 the purchasing
power of the EMA shrank by some 30%42;
in other words the same incentive effect
today would require an allowance of £40
per week rather than £30 per week as it
has remained. Looking forward to 2015 the
allowance may have lost even more of its

 York Consulting, for the Scottish Executive (2007) Young people’s awareness and experience of Educational
Maintenance Allowances (EMAs) and their impact on choices and pathways.
41
 Ashworth et al. 2001
42
 Calculated from the Consumer Price Index, National Statistics, May 2009
40
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motivational force at the time when it will be
most needed to meet the aspirations of 100%
participation.
Some writers have argued that the allowance
should take account of age and that a higher
rate should be paid to older students. Mark
Corney for example links the need for an
increased allowance for 17 year olds to the
continuing drop in participation at the end
of the first post-compulsory year. Arguing
that EMAs should be maintained as part of
a reformed package of youth support, he
proposes:43
‘Given the drop in participation in full-time
education from 16 to 17 a premium for
17 year olds should be incorporated into
Reformed EMAs under the RPA.’
A similar point is made by Ipsos MORI44 who
describe the need for a ‘payment ladder’ to
address retention issues. Although they are
clear that the scheme as it stands has had a
positive impact, they recommend that the LSC
and its partners:
‘Consider a ‘payment ladder’ with
inflationary payment and/or bonus increases
in the later years of study, to further improve
retention, achievement and progression.
A payment ladder may also encourage
learners leaving due to financial reasons to
stay, increasing retention.’

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. On the other hand
recipients are still eligible for the performance
bonuses and there may be a valuable effect
from that source.
The Scottish Government, following its
consultation document ‘16+ Learning Choices’
has decided to remove the two lower bands
from the scheme using the money saved
to focus more effectively on the poorest. It
has raised the income threshold for the full
payment slightly but also introduced a new
higher threshold for families with more than
one dependent child. It has done so because
over 80% of EMA recipients already received
the maximum rate (and more would do so with
the adjusted thresholds). It also quotes the
English evidence that the impact of the lower
bands was weak, and recognises that EMAs
inevitably carry some deadweight.

Extract from statement by Fiona Hyslop, Cabinet Secretary for Education and
Lifelong Learning May 2009
The Scottish Government knows that, while EMA provides important support for some young
people in helping them to remain in learning and improving their performance, there are many
young people who would stay in school or college whether they received EMA or not. The
Scottish Government will therefore refocus EMA to target support more effectively at those young
people who need it most. From academic year 2009–10, the £10 and £20 EMA awards will be
removed, aligning the threshold for the £30 EMA award to the threshold for Further Education
Bursaries in colleges at £20,351, with an additional higher threshold of £22,403 for young people
from families with more than one child in full-time education. These changes will only apply to new
applicants for EMA; young people who have previously received an EMA will continue to qualify
under the previous rules.

 Raising the participation age: Keeping it on track, Corney, M. CfBT 2009
 Ipsos MORI 2008
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Is there a case for bonuses?
Although they have been implemented
as a single policy, the case for bonuses
is independent of the case for a weekly
maintenance allowance; one could have an
allowance without bonuses or a system of
bonuses without a weekly allowance. It is
also theoretically possible that the eligibility
conditions for the two should differ. Although
there does not appear to have been any
formal consideration of the matter it is not
axiomatic that a financial incentive to improve
performance (as opposed to a payment
to help meet opportunity costs) should be
targeted only on the poor.
The Scottish Executive is convinced that
bonuses are of benefit though does not feel that
the level is crucial. In its consultation document
‘16+ Learning Choices’45 it stated that:
‘The bonus payment is available to reward
completion of course work, behaviour,
attitude and attendance. We believe it is
important to retain the bonus; the issue
is at what level. The English research
studies suggest that there is no evidence
that increasing the bonus would improve
attainment so we would suggest maintaining
the bonuses as they are.’
The English evidence on the impact of
bonuses is rather more positive than the
quotation by the Scottish Executive above
would imply. The early evaluations of the pilot
scheme showed both that they had an impact,
and that the level of the bonus affected that
impact, albeit only slightly. The positive effect
of bonuses is also reported in the most recent
studies (RCU 2008 and Ipsos MORI 2009).
These latter for example report that:

The Liberal Democrats are however not
convinced that the bonuses represent value
for money. Their spokesman, David Laws,
also raises the issue of fairness,46 arguing that
rewarding good performance should not be
confined to those on low incomes. He argues
too (a little unfairly in the light of much of the
evidence) that bonus payments can be earned
simply by handing work in on time.
‘Spending £100m on EMA bonuses will
seem incredibly unfair to many people.
Some of the bonuses are being awarded
for getting work in on time and it will seem
totally unjust to students that some will be
rewarded financially, not because of the high
quality of their work, but on how much their
parents happen to earn. The extra money
could be used to make a real difference in
other areas, such as closing the funding gap
between schools and colleges.’
The effectiveness of bonuses depends in
part on how providers choose to use them.
Several of the evaluations make the point that
where they saw bonuses as a developmental
tool they were rewarded with improvements in
behaviour and commitment, though in some
areas there was still a lack of understanding of
what the bonus system was about. The RCU
report (LSC, 2008) suggests a divergence of
views between providers on this point.
‘Overall, well under half the respondents
thought that EMA has improved learners’
behaviour. In schools, over half thought EMA
had not had any impact in this area although
around a third believed that it had. However,
it was again mentioned by those interviewed
by telephone that the bonus system, when
linked appropriately, could have an all-round
positive impact on learners, and behaviour
was one aspect of this.’

‘The EMA bonus and attendance
requirements have also had a positive
influence on learners in terms of motivating
them to achieve their learning goals and
attending their programmes of learning more
than they might do otherwise. Most learners
were also in agreement that the rules for
stoppages and bonuses were fair.’

 16+ Learning Choices: First step activity and financial support, Scottish Executive December, 2008
 Quoted on BBC News 4 November 2008
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How has the context changed?

‘‘

The introduction of EMAs can be seen as
the major innovation affecting education and
training for the 16–19 age range for the first
decade of the 21st century. On the basis of
some good quality research it is possible to
say that they were successful in addressing
the issues for which they were designed,
principally increasingly the rate of participation
in post-compulsory learning. It is necessary
however not to look backwards but forwards
and ask whether they are an appropriate
intervention in relation to the policy agenda for
the second decade, i.e. from now until 2020.

On the basis
of some good
quality research it is
possible to say that
they were successful
in addressing
the issues for
which they were
designed, principally
increasingly the rate
of participation in
post-compulsory
learning.

The Green Paper ‘Raising Expectations’
sought to justify the introduction of compulsory
participation until the age of 18 by highlighting
international comparisons. It noted that
participation rates, particularly at age 17, were
below those of most other advanced countries
and that the level of drop-out between 16 and
17 was particularly high. One of the charts
illustrating this concern is reproduced below.
The Government has set the target of 90%
of 17 year olds participating in education
and training by the year 2015, which looks
ambitious, even in the light of a recent increase
in the numbers in full-time education. Chart
5 below, based on figures from the Statistical
First Release 2007, shows that negligible
progress had been made towards this target
between 1994 and 2006 despite sustained
policy interest. The major change has been
the increase in numbers on the full-time
education route, matched by an almost equal
decline in the proportion participating in workbased learning.

‘‘

Is there still a participation issue?
Raising the participation of young people
in education and training has been a key
aspect of government policy for many years.
It has been seen as critical both to increasing
the competitiveness of the British economy
and also achieving greater social justice.
Attention has focused particularly on those
young people who fail to achieve a level 2
qualification or five GCSEs with grades A*–C.

Chart 4: Participation at age 17 across the OECD
Figure 2.5: Net enrolment rates in secondary education at 16 and 17
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Chart 5: Participation of 17 year olds in learning
17 year olds in learning
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The small upturn between 2004 and 2006,
which still does not bring the total back to 1994
levels, is attributable to a five percentage point
rise in the numbers participating in full-time
education. Interestingly this coincides with the
introduction of EMAs which will certainly have
contributed to the change even if it cannot fully
account for it. To the extent that it is an EMA
effect however it is unlikely that there will be
subsequent year-on-year increases of the same
magnitude attributable to the same cause.

2002

Employer Funded Training

2004
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Other Education and Training

continues to be substantial; around 10% of
the cohort. In the last five years the gap has
widened slightly and is now higher than it was
over a decade ago. Chart 6 below shows the
change over the last 23 years, which is as far
back as published figures are readily available.
If the aspiration to achieve 100% participation
until the age of 18 is to be met then this
continuing fall at age 17 needs to be addressed.

Is there still a fall at 17+?

The fall in participation at 17 is strongly linked
to the level of programme that is being studied;
level 3 programmes are designed to take two
years after the end of compulsory schooling;
those at level 1 and 2 are designed to take
one year. It is not surprising therefore that the
proportions engaged on level 3 programmes
at age 16 and 17 are substantially the same,
whereas this is not the case for other levels. A
typical pattern for many of those who do not
achieve the entry requirements for a level 3
course at 16 is to study a vocational qualification
for one year and then seek work, with or without
training. Chart 7 illustrates this difference.

Although there has been a small increase in
participation, mainly in full-time education,
the ‘drop-out’ between the ages of 16 and 17

Clearly part of the answer to 17+ drop-out is
curriculum reform. It is however not sufficient
just to design longer qualifications as the

It is important also to note that those who do not
participate in learning after the age of 16 are not
a representative cross-section of the population.
They are disproportionately drawn from the lower
social groups and from those who have low
achievements at GCSE. Indeed most of those
achieving five GCSE passes at grades A*–C or
who are qualified to progress to level 3, stay on.
Policies to encourage continued participation
therefore need to focus on these two categories.
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2000

37

Should we end the EMA?

Chart 6: Participation in Education and WBL
Percentage in Education and WBL
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new Diploma programme shows. The level
2 Diploma is designed to be taken both preand post-16. It is a substantial programme,
designed to be taken over two years and
requires a minimum of 800 guided learning
hours – more than the maximum size that the
LSC will fund in one year. Despite this, almost
every provider that is offering it post-16 is
attempting to deliver it in one year, because
they believe that students would be unwilling
to commit two years to the course.

Is there still unequal access?
Increasing participation at ages 16 and 17 has
been a policy priority on economic grounds but
also for reasons of social equity. Those who do
not participate are not drawn equally from all
social categories but come disproportionately
from poorer backgrounds and some (though
by no means all) minority ethnic groups. Low
participation is linked to low achievement,
which in turn is associated with poorer life
chances in a range of dimensions; for example
employment, income, health and crime.
The evidence available from the latest
government statistics suggests that both
participation in education and training, and
achievement at ages 16 and 17 remains
strongly linked to background. The table
below, from the most recent DCSF statistical
bulletin,47 shows the proportions achieving a
level 2 qualification by age 16 and 17 in 2008.
The link with socio-economic status is clear.
At the age of 16 over 80% of those from
the highest social groups had achieved the
benchmark of 5 A*–C grades at GCSE or its
equivalent compared with 37% for the lowest.
The effect of a further year’s study is to narrow
that gap a little though it still ranges from
88% to 49% and the proportion of the lowest
groups without a level 2 is still around 50%.
The table also illustrates the benefit of a year’s
extra study; 22% of those without a level 2 at
16 gain one by the age of 17.
The picture for minority ethnic groups is mixed.
For six out the eight categories achievement

at age 16 is lower than for the majority white
population. Those of Indian and ‘Other
Asian’ extraction perform better. The lower
performance of minority groups at 16 seems
however to be associated with higher than
average participation rates for 16 year olds. All
eight minority groups identified in the statistics
have higher rates than the white population
and some substantially so.
Participation in post-compulsory education
and training is linked both to prior achievements
and socio-economic status. Chart 8 below,
extracted from the statistical bulletin, highlights
the impact of background on the chances
of being in full-time education, jobs without
training or NEET.
It seems clear on the basis of this evidence
that despite some limited progress in terms
of increasing overall participation rates, there
remains a serious problem of unequal access
and unequal outcomes to be addressed.

Will compulsion solve the problem?
If it were the case that the introduction of
compulsion would solve the problem of
participation then EMAs would certainly be
redundant. It is doubtful however whether even
the most enthusiastic supporters of the policy
believe that the law alone can have such an
effect. The government proposals see raising
of the participation age (or RPA) as one of a
series of measures to boost participation and
achievement and it is clear that recourse to the
law and the application of sanctions is seen as
very much a last resort.
Indeed many commentators believe that
unless other measures boost voluntary
participation substantially, the government
could not and would not proceed to enact the
legislation. The point is perhaps made most
succinctly by Mark Corney48 who writes
‘If, despite the threat of sanctions and other
targeted interventions, the government
of the day in September 2012 judge that,
say, 10% of 16 and 17 year olds – some

 The Youth Cohort Study and Longitudinal Study of Young People in England. DCSF, June 2009.
 Raising the participation age: Keeping it on track. Corney, M. CfBT 2009
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Table 5: Level 2 attainment at 16 and 17 by characteristics

All

Weighted
Base

Level 2 at 16
(%)

Level 2 at 17
(%)

% without
Level 2 at 16
gaining it
by 17

% without
Level 2 at 17

16,581

61

69

22

31

Gender
Male

8,350

56

65

20

35

Female

8,195

65

75

27

25

14,113

61

69

22

31

Mixed

375

57

69

27

31

Indian

381

74

86

45

14

Pakistani

382

55

68

28

32

Bangladeshi

163

60

70

24

30

Ethnic origin
White

Other Asian

199

78

83

23

17

Black African

301

58

76

43

24

Black Caribbean

240

47

64

32

36

Other

173

61

75

35

25

Parental Occupation
Higher professional

1,129

81

88

33

12

Lower professional

6,193

75

82

28

18

Intermediate

3,097

61

71

26

29

Lower supervisory

1,353

47

58

20

42

Routine

2,787

43

54

20

46

Other/not classified

1,957

37

49

19

51

Degree

3,560

85

89

31

11

At least 1 A level

3,528

68

76

25

24

Below A level/Not sure

9,428

49

60

22

40

13,436

62

72

25

28

1,935

32

44

18

56

640

39

51

19

49

15,676

62

71

23

29

174

6

18

12

82

Parental Education

Free School Meals (Year 11)
No
Yes
Disability
Yes
No
School Exclusions (Years 10 and 11)
Permanently excluded
Suspended
Not excluded

1,211

23

33

13

67

14,453

65

74

25

26

624

16

26

12

74

4,223

51

60

20

40

10,940

69

77

27

23

Truancy in Year 11
Persistant Truancy
Occasional Truancy
No Truancy

Source: LSYPE Wave 5 and YCS Cohort 13, Sweep 2
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Chart 8: Main activity at age 17
Main activity at age 17
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120,000 young people – might well refuse to
participate and risk becoming truants and
possibly criminals, ministers would delay it’
Other actions are intended to boost
participation by voluntary means. A great deal
of emphasis is placed on a radical reform of the
curriculum so that all young people can find
an appropriate programme. This lies behind
the introduction of the new range of 14–19
Diplomas which combine academic work with
more practical elements; the introduction of the
Foundation Learning Tier (FLT) for those not
ready to progress to level 2 and beyond; and a
revamped programme of apprenticeships.
There are many, however, who doubt whether
curriculum reforms will have the impact
intended. The new Diplomas for example
only attracted 8,000 participants in their first
year as against an initial target of 50,000.
The introduction of the Foundation Learning

Lower Supervisory

NEET

Tier is behind target and the recession has
damaged chances of a significant boost in
apprenticeship places. Geoff Stanton, in a
detailed survey of the 14–19 reforms49 speaks
for many when he says bluntly:
‘Almost all of the recent government-led
initiatives relating to qualifications and
testing have gone wrong.’
It is also clear that extending the availability
and knowledge of financial support is seen as
a necessary part of the package of measures
designed to boost voluntarism. The Green
Paper stated:
‘We will also ensure that no young person is
prevented from participating due to financial
constraints.’
Although it acknowledges that EMAs cannot
continue unchanged in the post-RPA context,
something very similar is envisaged.

 Learning Matters: Making the 14–19 reforms work for learners. Stanton, G. CfBT 2008
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For the Government therefore compulsion
is certainly not enough. Other measures are
needed to boost voluntary participation before
their flagship policy can be enacted: and since
there are serious doubts about the capacity
of curriculum reforms to achieve all that is
expected of them, the pressure on ministers
to keep the only other significant lever at their
disposal – financial support – will be immense.
What however of the opposition?
Both of the major opposition parties are opposed
to compulsion. They do not however appear
to be opposed to the aspiration to improve
participation rates or the achievements of
those who leave the education system without
gaining qualifications. The Conservatives are
opposed to the use of legal sanctions because
of the risk of criminalising large numbers of
young people, and the attendant bureaucracy.
The Liberal Democrats see 16 rather than
18 as marking the transition to adulthood. It
could be argued that if they are serious about
reducing the problem of unqualified school
leavers, then in the absence of the RPA there
will be more, rather than less of a role for
financial levers.

How will unemployment impact?
One difference between the first and second
decades of the 21st century is that high levels
of unemployment, substantially overcome since
the late 1990s, are likely to return and persist.
This is true for adults and more particularly
true for young people who traditionally bear
the brunt of increased joblessness. The
Institute of Fiscal Studies for example recently
reported50 that the recession, as previously,
was disproportionately affecting the young and
the poorly qualified:
‘Predictions that this would be a predominantly
“middle class” or “white collar” recession,
because of the plight of the financial sector,
have not yet been borne out in reality,
according to a new study by IFS researchers.
Low-skilled, low-educated and young workers
are seeing a bigger deterioration in their job
prospects than skilled and educated ones…’
The rise of unemployment among young
people and among their parents is very
relevant to the debate over participation and
financial support. See Chart 9.

Chart 9: Headline Unemployment Rate51
Unemployment Rate (Aged 16+): UK

Percentage of all economically active
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 IFS press release June 2009
 UK National Statistics Publication Hub
http://www.statistics.gov.uk/hub/labour-market/people-not-in-work/unemployment/index.html
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Unemployment and short-time working reduce
family income. It therefore makes it more
difficult to support young people in full-time
education, and to meet the indirect costs such
as transport, books and equipment. There
is consequently likely to be pressure to get a
job, both to supplement family income and to
provide personal spending money.
At the same time jobs, with and without
training, will be in short supply. The opportunity
to combine high-quality training with earning
through a recognised apprenticeship will
become available to fewer and fewer people
despite strenuous efforts by the Government
and its agencies to promote them. The
Government has announced an ‘entitlement’
to apprenticeships for all young people
who want one; but in the last analysis an
apprentice is an employee and employment
opportunities are determined by employers,
not the State.
The jobs that are available to young people
are increasingly likely to be ones that are
casual, part-time and offering only rudimentary
training. Young people who take them may not
feature in the statistics for those NEET (not in
Education Employment or Training) but they
will not contribute to the participation targets
which are based on participation in full-time
education or accredited training equivalent to
an apprenticeship.
On the other hand there is some evidence
that participation in education is linked to
unemployment.52 Damon Clark from the
Centre for the Economics of Education argues
that the rapid rise in participation in education
between 1988 and 1993, and the subsequent
stagnation in the trend is best explained by
local levels of unemployment. Factors such
as social class, which are associated with the
propensity to participate after the age of 16,
simply do not vary sufficiently to explain the
rapid change in the late 1980s.
If the above analysis is correct then the
implications for the future of EMAs depend
on whether they are seen as financial support

or an incentive. If they are primarily about
welfare then a reduction in financial support
to those from poorer families at a time when
their income is under pressure is hard to
justify. On the other hand if they are principally
concerned with boosting participation rates,
there is the possibility that high levels of youth
unemployment will do the job just as well.

The crisis in public finance?
The first decade of the 21st century was, in
broad terms, a period of increasing investment
in public services; the second is likely to be
very different. The Institute for Fiscal Studies
(IFS) sums up the position in a commentary53
on the 2009 budget:
‘Since 1997, the Labour government has
increased public spending by an average
of 3.2% a year in real terms (in other words,
after economy-wide inflation). But the real
increase has been even faster on average
since Spending Reviews were introduced in
April 1999 – real spending over this period
has risen by 4% a year on average.
Over the current Spending Review period
(April 2008 to March 2011), public spending
is set to grow on average by 2.8% a year in
real terms.
If the chancellor – or his successor at the
Treasury – prefers not to announce any
further tax rises, he or she would have
to freeze total public spending in real
terms for the five years from April 2011 to
March 2016. Given that some elements of
spending – such as debt interest payments
and social security spending – are likely
to grow in real terms over this period, the
remainder (which in the near term is more
under the government’s control) would
have to be cut. If such a spending squeeze
were implemented, no large spending
department would be immune from the
pain. Even favoured areas such as health
and education would undoubtedly see
much lower spending growth than they have
received in recent years.’

  Participation in Post Compulsory Education in England. What explains the boom and bust? Clark, D. CEE 2002
53
  This is going to hurt. Emmerson, C. and Tetlow, G. IFS, April 2009
52
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There appears at the moment to be a crossparty consensus that investment in the NHS
should have priority. In June 2009 both major
parties expressed a commitment to maintain
the level of investment in the health service,
leading the BBC economics editor Stephanie
Flanders to comment:
‘The bottom line is that the government’s
own numbers imply a 10% real cut in
spending on other departments between
2011 and 2013, if the NHS and DFID are
protected.’
In this context it is not surprising that the think
tanks are coming up with some radical ideas
for cutting back public expenditure.
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Learner support for a 14–19 phase

‘‘

‘‘

For many
young people parttime work involves
a substantial
commitment.

One of the strategies of the current Government
is to downplay the significance of the age
of 16 so that it no longer signifies the end of
schooling but rather a staging post on the way
to 18. The focus on an integrated 14–19 phase
is part of the package of measures designed
to increase voluntary participation to the age
of 18 prior to legal changes. In this context
therefore it is pertinent to ask why learner
support policy is currently focused on 16–19
year olds; should there not be a 14–19 learner
support policy for an integrated 14–19 phase?
One of the possible objections to an integrated
learner support policy has already been swept
away. Until now it might have been argued
pragmatically that local authorities have
responsibility for those under the age of 16
whereas the Learning and Skills Council deals
with those over that age. From 2010 however
local authorities will assume overall responsibility
for the provision of children’s services up to
the age of 18, taking on the appropriate part of
the LSC budget for schools and colleges and
its role in commissioning provision.
The original stated purpose of EMAs was to
act as an incentive to participate in education
or training after the age at which it ceased
to be compulsory. This gives a clear logic for
different financial support arrangements for
16–18 year olds, notwithstanding the desire for
curriculum planning to span the whole 14–19
phase. After the participation age is raised,
however, this logic can no longer hold.
The incentive argument, however, always
raised difficult questions. If the scheme
was essentially an incentive to participate
why was it means-tested? Although those
in lower income groups had (and still have)
lower rates of participation post-16 it is not
universal among the more affluent. If it was an
incentive to improve performance then again
why confine it to the lower paid, or indeed why
exclude employed apprentices?

An alternative rationale for the EMA allowance
is that it is there to help meet the opportunity
costs of participation in learning. This is
clearly compatible with both means-testing
and excluding those in employment from the
scheme – they have other means of meeting
these costs. Those who wish to advance this
argument however, need to be clear about
what exactly the opportunity costs are.
In the context of a participation age of 18
the opportunity cost cannot be the earnings
from full-time employment. That opportunity,
with strictly limited exceptions such as
apprenticeships, will be legally denied to young
people. There is however also the opportunity
cost of restricting engagement with part-time
employment, which gives a clear rationale for
an allowance and unites the 14–19 phase.
One of the major unplanned changes of the
past 20 years has been the substantially
increased involvement of full-time students
in part-time paid employment during term
time. During the 1950s and 1960s the paid
employment of school children was largely
confined to morning paper rounds. Today
there are greatly expanded opportunities for
part-time work, particularly in the retail and
hospitality sectors with many businesses
actively seeking students as a cheap and
flexible workforce.
Davies, in a study in 1999,54 found evidence of
substantial involvement in paid work by pupils
from the age of 14 onwards. He reported:
‘The engagement by full-time students in
some form of paid employment is pervasive
with the proportion rising with age. It is
commonplace among 14–15 year olds, and
nigh on universal for those aged 16–19.
For many young people part-time work
involves a substantial commitment. Almost
two thirds of those with jobs aged 16 and
over work for 10 hours or more per week

 Learning and Earning: the impact of paid employment on young people in full-time education. Davies, P. et al.
FEDA 1999

54

www.cfbt.com

45

Should we end the EMA?

during term time, almost a third for 15 hours
or more. Even among 14–15 year olds, almost
a fifth of those with jobs exceed 10 hours.’
He also reported concerns by both pupils and
teachers that working for over 10 hours per
week has a detrimental impact on academic
performance and identified ‘a strong negative
correlation between hours worked and
examination grades’ beyond that point.
Almost a decade later a team led by the
same researcher revisited the issue in a
study sponsored by the National Union of
Students.55 The research showed that in the
FE sector combining paid work and study
was ubiquitous; and that concerns about the
impact on examination success continued
to be reported by both students and their
teachers. Interestingly however the proportion
of 16–19 year olds working more than 15 hours
per week had fallen from 31% to 23%. It is
not possible to attribute this fall to any single
cause but it is consistent with reports from the
early evaluations of EMAs which indicated that
students had reduced (though not eliminated)
their involvement with paid work.
The evaluation of the EMA roll-out56 gives an
indication of the role that EMAs have played.
According to the RCU:
‘Just over 60% of those who received a
Band 1 (£30) or Band 2 (£20) EMA said they
would have had to work longer hours if they
had not received the payment compared
to 46% of those who received a Band 3
(£10) EMA. Almost three-quarters of those
recipients who did not have a part-time job
said they would have looked for one if they
had not received an EMA. Again there was
some variation depending on the level of
EMA received. 75% of Band 1 recipients
said they would have got a part-time job
compared to 70% of Band 2 recipients and
66% of those who received a Band 3 EMA’
A possible logic for EMAs then is to reflect
the opportunity costs of serious engagement
with study across the 14–19 phase. One of the

conditions attached to the allowance could
be a restriction on the amount of paid work
undertaken in term time.57 The allowance could
be graduated by age to reflect the increasing
pressure of the labour market as students get
older and both more attractive to employers
and aware of pressures to consume.
Although it would appear logical to extend
the EMA allowance to 14 and 15 year olds
the current crisis in public finances might
seem to render it impossible. The allowance
currently costs around £250 million for each
year group. Even if the level were set at half
the rate applicable to those post-16 a two-year
extension would still cost £250 million which
is probably not politically feasible. It could
however easily be financed by means-testing
Child Benefit from the age of 14. Assuming that
the saving for 14 and 15 year olds was of the
same magnitude as for 16 and 17 year olds the
total of £585 million would allow a scheme with
allowances at the current 16 year old level.
Alternatively the EMA pre-16 could focus on
performance bonuses. These would introduce
the notion of conditional support throughout
the phase. They could be linked with a learning
agreement that was personalised, reflecting
the different pathways open to young people
at that stage, but based on a demanding set
of outcomes, not just attendance.
It would be possible to build some restrictions
on paid work during term-time into a learning
agreement which would help focus on
learning outcomes. It could also have a role
in legitimating paying attention to school work
and resisting peer pressure. There would be
no need to set bonuses at the same level
as post-16; indeed the concept of a ‘ladder’
would argue for a lower rate.
It is clear that most of the arguments for a
performance-related bonus for 16 and 17
year olds apply with equal force to the 14–15
phase. Persistent absenteeism amongst a
minority of pupils is a serious problem and
those who are NEET in subsequent years are

 The True Cost of College – the price students pay for further education. Davies, P. et al., NUS 2008
 RCU 2008
57
 It is interesting that there is just such a condition required of those receiving CDLs
55
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disproportionately drawn from those who were
regularly absent from school. A bonus system
could give an additional lever for school
teachers to use to help address this issue.
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. It ought however to be
possible to reduce either the number of bonus
payments or their value without removing
the impact of the incentive and implement
something for around £100 million.
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Policy issues

‘‘

… it is clear
that for compulsion
to succeed
participation must
have already been
raised well on the
way to 100% by
voluntary means.

Policymakers ultimately have to answer two
linked questions about the future of EMAs.
The first is whether there is any place in the
future for an allowance of some form for
participants in the latter years of compulsory
education. The second is whether, if there is
such a place, the allowances should take the
form of the current EMA or be of a significantly
different character. The questions have to be
answered both in the context of a continuing
Labour administration strongly committed to
raising the participation age and an alternative
government which would not proceed with
such legislation.

‘‘

Is there any place for an allowance?
There are three reasons why policymakers
might conclude that the EMA or something
like it should not find a place in education
policy for the second decade of the 21st
century. It might be deemed no longer relevant
to current and emerging policy concerns; it
might be considered relevant but ineffective
as an instrument for addressing them; or it
may be both relevant and effective but at
disproportionate cost, particularly at a time of
serious constraints on public spending. These
reasons are addressed in turn.
The relevance of allowances
EMAs were introduced to address long
standing concerns about the low levels of
participation in post-compulsory education
and training in England, low levels of
achievement by school leavers and a large
disparity in performance between social
groups. These concerns remain relevant today.
Although participation is now above the levels
of 15 years ago it is still well below the targets
of the Government or the aspirations of the
opposition.
The decision whether or not to raise the
participation age has less relevance to this
assessment than might at first appear.

The Labour Government is committed to
introducing compulsion; but it is clear that for
compulsion to succeed participation must
have already been raised well on the way to
100% 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.
At a more detailed level some system of
allowances still seems as relevant today as
it was a decade ago. Low participation rates
are associated with lower social status and
relative financial deprivation; financial hardship
is frequently quoted as one cause of dropping
out or not starting post-16 education in the
first place. A means-tested financial allowance
is, at least in principle, an appropriate sort of
mechanism for addressing the problem.
Implicit in the aim of increasing participation is
the desire to increase the skills and knowledge
of the population both for economic and
wider political purposes. Participation is not
an end in itself – a point made by opponents
of compulsion who doubt whether those
engaged against their will would learn much of
lasting value. Concern about skills levels in the
UK remains an important driver of government
policy now and for the foreseeable future
and one from which the opposition does not
dissent. The report Ambition 2020 from the
UK Commission on Employment and Skills58
is only the most recent in a series of reports
urging more determined action to improve skill
levels over the next ten years with the aim of
maintaining competitiveness:
‘The aim of achieving World Class
employment and skills – of becoming one
of the top countries in the world at every
skill level – is highly ambitious. It means
attaining more than 20 million additional
qualifications, equivalent to more than
one for every second adult of working age,
by 2020.’

 Ambition 2020: World Class Skills and Jobs for the UK. UKCES 2009
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The effectiveness of allowances
A policy intervention may be aimed at the
right problem but prove ineffective in practice.
Many59 would argue that this applies to the
new Diplomas that are at the heart of the
Government’s curriculum reforms. Better and
more attractive provision needs to be made for
those not engaged by academic work but the
Diplomas threaten to repeat earlier mistakes
by emphasising their comparability with A
Levels at the expense of practical content.
EMAs on the other hand have proved
successful at raising and sustaining
participation. 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. Those inclined
to argue that the effect was small, around
three percentage points for the population as
a whole or 7.5% for those receiving it, need to
look at the long-term trend data showing that
in the decade before the roll-out of EMAs there
was no positive movement at all.
The evidence has been disputed by those
opposed to EMAs but their case is not
strong. The earlier section of this report on
impact showed how the argument in the
Policy Exchange paper Schools Funding and
Social Justice60 is based on highly selective
quotations from the IFS evaluation. The
Conservative Party spokesman, Michael Gove,
takes a similarly narrow view, stating:61
‘that despite £924m of investment in the
programme, the number of pupils studying
beyond GCSE level has increased by less
than 400 in the past three years.’
Freedman gives more details of the
Conservative Party research on which these
figures are based. He makes clear that the
400 refers to pupils on free school meals
staying on to do A levels. It ignores the very
much larger number (IFS suggest 18,500)
who stayed on, mainly in FE colleges, to follow
programmes predominantly at levels 1 and 2.

 See for example Stanton, 2008
 Freedman, 2008
61
 Quoted on epolitix.com
59
60
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This is exactly what would be expected given
that almost all of those capable of staying
on to undertake A Levels or an equivalent
programme stayed on already.
The research evidence also confirms that
EMAs have been successful at engaging some
of the most disadvantaged young people.
This is perhaps not surprising given that the
intervention was targeted on young people
from low-income households but nevertheless
it is an important finding. All of the major
parties are publicly committed to reducing
the gap in performance between those from
affluent and disadvantaged communities,
and financial support appears to have a
contribution to make.
Finally there is good evidence that those
who are encouraged to stay on by EMAs
achieve results that are at least as good as
others. This is not participation for its own
sake but participation that has the effect of
increasing skill levels and thereby life chances.
It seems to be the case that the main effect of
allowances is to encourage those who receive
them to stay and complete their course,
which has a direct effect on the likelihood of a
successful outcome.
Moreover there is some robust evidence
that the improvement in performance is
most marked among disadvantaged groups;
women, ethnic minorities and those from the
most deprived communities. It is not surprising
that the effect is in this direction given the
nature of the intervention but good news that
the effect is measurable.
The cost of allowances
The state of public finances over the next few
years may well dictate that policies that are
relevant and effective can not be afforded.
Even the relatively optimistic prospect of a
standstill budget in real terms means that
some aspects of the education service
will face cuts if other areas grow. In 14–19
education unit costs look certain to rise as
curriculum reforms involving more practical
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options are introduced and the service tries to
engage with more and more marginal groups.
Against that background the EMA budget
looks a tempting and discrete candidate
for radical surgery. It has already been
identified as such by the Conservatives; and
its removal would save around £600 million
per year. A decision to end EMAs is relatively
straightforward compared with having to
navigate reductions in service provision
through a large number of independent
providers each with their local champions
(consider for example the logically powerful
but politically almost impossible case for
closing small sixth forms).
On the other hand there are several strong
contrary arguments. The first is that although
£600 million seems a large sum, in terms of
financial support the EMA budget is relatively
small. It represents around 15% 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.62 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.
Furthermore the EMA is relatively well targeted.
EMA spending only flows to those from lowincome households whereas a large number
of affluent families benefit from the subsidies
inherent in the arrangements for HE loans.
Social justice would argue for a real rate of
interest to be charged to HE students before
grants are removed from poor students in FE.
Child Tax Credit operates a more generous
means test than EMAs and it is reasonable
to argue for some equalisation before EMAs
are cut. The major anomaly however is with
Child Benefit.

Those who complain about deadweight in
EMAs need to look at the extent of deadweight
in Child Benefit. It is paid to everyone with
a child under the age of 16 or in full-time
education up to the age of 20 irrespective of
income. It is not conditional (except for the
requirement to be in full-time education after
the age of 16) though the Green Paper ‘Raising
Expectations’ floated the idea that conditions
might be attached. EMAs on the other hand
depend not just on registration for full-time
education but also attendance, punctuality
and adherence to a learning agreement.
The removal or restriction of Child Benefit
raises issues that go beyond the scope of
this paper but some back-of-the-envelope
calculations indicate why it should be on the
agenda for consideration before removing
EMAs. To means-test Child Benefit on the
same scale as EMAs would achieve roughly
the same level of savings as abolishing
the latter, around £600,000 per year. The
difference however is that this change would
be at the expense of the richer rather than the
poorer half of the population.

What might a new allowance
look like?
In one important respect at least EMAs need to
change. In the light of the proposals for raising
the leaving age it is probably inappropriate to
continue to describe them as incentives to
participate since in theory young people would
have no choice over whether to stay on.63
Instead they should be seen as analogous to
HE maintenance support – assisting young
people and their families in coping with the
opportunity costs of a serious engagement with
learning – and as an incentive to achieve high
levels of performance.
Some families are capable of coping with
the opportunity costs as well as the indirect
costs of participation. The allowances should
therefore continue to be means-tested. There

 For a full analysis see Higher Education and the Cuckoo in the nest, Corney, M. et al. Campaign for Learning 2008
 It would be as well to do this even if the Conservatives win the next election, though their position is decidedly odd.
Freedman (2008) effectively argues that EMAs should be abolished, inter alia because they will be redundant in the
light of a piece of legislation they are determined not to enact.
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is no evidence to suggest that the income
thresholds require radical revision but it would
aid transparency if the maximum household
income, beyond which no support was
payable, was set at a common level across all
forms of support for learners and families.
Positioning a revised EMA as a means of
supporting poorer families to cope with the
opportunity costs of participation allows
consideration of an extension across the
whole of the 14–19 phase. The need for an
integrated 14–19 funding system, to support
an integrated 14–19 phase of learning, has
already been made elsewhere.64 An integrated
system of learner support is also needed.
The opportunity cost of participation is not
the income from full-time employment that
is foregone, but the income from part-time
employment which affects those aged 14–16
as well as the older age group.

the age of 14 to a progressive structure of
conditional support that increased in value
until 18 and articulated with HE.
Support should continue to be conditional. One
of the reasons for the success of EMAs appears
to be that support is set in a framework of
expectations; not just to participate but to turn
up regularly and on time; and to adhere to the
terms of a learning agreement. Expectations
are reinforced not just by the capacity to stop
weekly payments but by a system of termly
bonuses based on performance.

EMAs are currently paid at a flat rate. There
are good reasons for reviewing this and
introducing a tapered scheme with more
generous support for older students and less
generous provision for younger ones. This fits
with the evidence that participation in part-time
work during term time grows with age, or in
other words the opportunity cost increases.
A key issue in raising participation concerns
young people who complete a one-year
course in FE and then seek employment. They
are the major cause of a fall in the participation
rates of around 10 percentage points between
the first and second post-compulsory years.
Increased support for 17 year olds from 2011
may impact upon this propensity to leave and
the extent that it does would help prepare the
ground for 100% participation by 2013.
For younger students the opportunity costs
are not so great. They are less engaged with
the labour market; also their families have less
to cope with by way of indirect costs since
travel and books and equipment are provided
free. Nevertheless there would be real and
symbolic advantage in introducing them at

 New Localism and 14–19 Funding: Putting Learner Choice First. Corney, M. and Fletcher, M. Campaign for
Learning, 2008
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Conclusions
The overall conclusions to be drawn from this
survey of the evidence are:
1.	EMAs have been a successful innovation
and should be maintained
As a policy instrument they have proved to be:
•	Successful in delivering their intended
outcomes. There is robust evidence that
EMAs have increased participation and
achievement among 16 and 17 year olds,
and contributed to improved motivation and
performance.
•	Effectively focused on the target group.
EMAs are restricted to low-income
households, and disproportionately taken
up by those with low achievement levels
at school, those from ethnic minorities and
those from single-parent families.
•	As relevant to the future policy agenda as
to the past. Although EMAs have helped
to improve staying-on rates the UK is still
characterised by lower numbers participating
between 16 and 18 and a wide gap in
performance linked to social background.
2.	EMAs should be maintained, despite
proposals to raise the statutory leaving
age
•	Arguments about the relevance of an
incentive if the leaving age is changed are a
distraction. No serious commentator believes
that legislation, by itself, will achieve 100%
participation; indeed most agree that an
increase in voluntary participation is required
before legislation could be contemplated. In
any event both major opposition parties are
opposed to the use of compulsion.
•	EMAs bonuses should be seen as an
incentive to engage seriously with learning
rather than simply attend classes. Increased
participation is not an end in itself; its only
purpose is to raise achievement.
•	EMA allowances should be seen as reflecting
the opportunity costs of participation. Learning
agreements should encourage students to
keep paid work during term time down to a
level that does not impair their performance.
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3.	EMAs should be maintained despite the
current crisis in public finances
•	Although it seems probable that after 2010
reductions in public expenditure will be
sought by whichever party is in power, there
are other less well focused policies that cost
a similar or greater amount. If Child Benefit
for 16–19s were means-tested on the same
scale as EMAs it would produce around
£585 million – a broadly similar saving to the
abolition of the allowances, though at the
expense of the richest part of the population
rather than the poorest. If Child Tax Credit for
16–19 year olds were to be means-tested on
the same scale as EMAs that would save a
further £180 million.
4.	EMA allowances should be increased
for 17 year olds
•	There has been no increase in the EMA rate
for a decade; just to keep pace with inflation
would require an increase from £30 to £40
per week.
•	The fall in participation between 16 and 17
remains the major problem confronting the
aspiration to increase participation towards
100% by 2015.
•	Evaluation evidence shows that the efficacy
of the allowance is linked to its rate.
5.	EMA bonuses should be extended to
all learners
•	The bonus payment should reflect adherence
to a demanding learning agreement. There
is no reason why this should not apply to all
students.
6.	EMAs should be the basis for an
integrated system of support for 14–19
year olds
•	An integrated 14–19 phase requires an
integrated approach to supporting learners.
•	A ‘ladder of support’ from 14 to 19 could
provide escalating incentives to aim high
and achieve.
•	In the pre-14 phase, support could
concentrate on performance bonuses.
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•	A system of means-tested allowances for
14 and 15 year olds could be financed by
means-testing Child Benefit.
7.	The lower band allowances should be
abolished and the savings used to take
account of other dependent children
•	The lower band allowances, which cost
around £70 million per year, have little
impact on participation.
•	The financial circumstances of families
is affected as much by their necessary
outgoings as by income.
8.	These changes could be broadly cost
neutral if the lower band allowances
were abolished and CTC threshold was
aligned with EMA65
•	Increased allowances for 17 year olds would
cost around £35 million extra per year.66
•	Extending bonuses to all 16 and 17 year
olds would cost around £100 million extra
per year.
•	A simplified bonus scheme could be
developed for 14 and 15 year olds for £100
million per year.
•	Removing the two lower bands would save
around £70 million per year.
•	Aligning the tax credit threshold with EMAs
would save around £180 million per year.

 In broad terms the current scheme costs under £600 million per year: £250 million per cohort on allowances and
£50 million per cohort on bonuses. Around 43% of learners currently receive EMAs of which 10% receive the
lower rates.
66
 £250m less £35m. lower band x 1.33
65
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