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SWINDLERS have made Euro 150million from a scheme set up to pay for education courses, the government has finally admitted.  

The crooks sent in bogus claims to the failed Individual Learning Accounts programme-and taxpayers' cash was handed out without proper checks being made. Just ONE fraudster has been convicted.  
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SWINDLERS have made Pounds 97million from a scheme set up to pay for education courses, the government has finally admitted.  

The crooks sent in bogus claims to the failed Individual Learning Accounts programme-and taxpayers' cash was handed out without proper checks being made. Just ONE fraudster has been convicted.  
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CRIME gangs plundered a government adult education subsidies scheme of as much as Pounds 90MILLION, a shock report will reveal this week.  

The thieves used the names of more than 18,000 subscribers to apply for grants under the government's Individual Learning Accounts-hastily scrapped last year.  

Security checks on the bogus applications are described in the National Audit Office report as "woefully inadequate". The scandal is expected to pile even more pressure on beleaguered Education Secretary Estelle Morris.  
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WELL done, Cash and Parry, for highlighting the Individual Learning Accounts scandal. Firms who get people to sign up for ineffective courses should be penalised, not those who want to better themselves. N ROSE, Shirley, Solihull  
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THIS week the government has learned its lesson about the education business- thanks to Cash & Parry.  

We exposed the National Distance Learning College for raking in fortunes from the state while letting down thousands of students with courses that didn't deliver the promised qualifications.  

Now the Blair government-who earmarked Pounds 150million to provide Individual Learning Accounts for any adult who wants training-has warned learning providers they will crack down hard and send in the police if necessary.  

Prison  

If fraud is proved it can bring lengthy prison sentences.  

Adult Skills Minister John Healey praised our campaign and pledged: "We want people to feel confident and will not allow a small number of unscrupulous providers to put this at risk."  

The new Learning Provider Agreement will help. It insists students get a clear explanation of the qualification a course can lead to.  

Most learning providers ARE good. So take advantage of your Individual Learning Account while there's still cash left!  
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College scandal  

THIS is the super-rich tycoon pulling in millions of pounds from a government scheme to boost adult education.  

Mike Smallman, the Mr Big behind the National Distance Learning College, has profited from 30,000 students who shelled out their own cash to get a state sponsored Individual Learning Account.  

The Blair government set aside millions so that anyone over 19 can claim Pounds 150 worth of training a year provided they put in Pounds 25 of their own. So far a million people have joined the scheme-and most are delighted with the training received.  

But would-be students who signed up with the National Distance Learning College have given them an F for delivering the goods-but an A for money-grabbing. Now the government is to probe the firm after Cash & Parry readers complained they paid but received nothing!  

The company is part of Mr Smallman's Middlesbrough-based Thanx group. Last week we spotlighted customer complaints about another of his enterprises -Fiche and Chips-which flogs reconditioned PCs.  

The college sells seven courses-mainly on computing-at, you guessed it, Pounds 175. You pay Pounds 25, Tony Blair coughs up the rest.  

Posing as a potential student (not a sheik!) the Captain contacted them in a bid to investigate the complaints. Their literature bore a City & Guilds logo. The enthusiastic telesales girl gushed about being "in partnership with City & Guilds".  

And would we get a certificate? "We issue you with our own certificate but people sometimes require a City & Guilds one as well," she said. "All you do on completing the course is register with them and they'll issue one.  

"They do charge a Pounds 45 fee for registering but there's no extra work involved because we're in partnership."  

So that's it? You just pay Pounds 45 and get a fully-fledged City & Guilds certificate? Well, no. NOBODY graduates from the National Distance Learning College with City & Guilds qualifications. That money is in fact an entry fee for a full City and Guilds course which has to be done ELSEWHERE-on top of the Pounds 175 one you've just finished! All highly misleading.  

City & Guilds were furious. This is their second run-in with the college. A spokesman told us: "This college has been claiming the qualifications they offer are City & Guilds and they are NOT. In January we insisted they remove any references to us which would mislead candidates."  

This is not the first time the college has fallen foul of an examining body. They used to be involved with BTEC, the nationally recognised qualification regulated by an organisation called Edexcel.  

In September 1999, just one of their courses-Computing Skills-was given, and still has, BTEC accreditation. But in March 2000, following complaints from students and Trading Standards, Edexcel took the highly unusual step of insisting the college remove all references to BTEC from their literature.  

They were angry that customers buying other courses were convinced they were on the road to BTECs too.  

The government was none too pleased either when we told them how their Individual Learning Accounts were being spent. For as soon as you sign up and pay your Pounds 25 the college claims that Pounds 150-even if you decide they aren't up to it and cancel before receiving a single lesson.  

Mr and Mrs Ainsworth, of Houghton-le-Spring, Tyne & Wear, signed up for courses and a reconditioned Fiche and Chips PC in January. They've received nothing.  

Exasperated, they tried to cancel but were told they'd passed the seven-day 'cooling-off' period so their learning accounts were still required-or they'd be billed Pounds 150 each.  

The Department for Education and Employment were horrified by our findings. Minister Malcolm Wicks pledged: "We'll investigate and make sure tough action is taken if people are losing out."  

When we challenged Mr Smallman, Thanx group chairman, he rightly pointed out the college IS accredited by City & Guilds-a preliminary stage on the way to actually offering their courses.  

He said they are in dispute with City & Guilds over using logos and are considering severing ties with them.  

"We DON'T offer their courses and we're NOT using the word partnership," insisted Mr Smallman, who owns a string of racehorses and homes around the world.  

Now tell us what YOU think. We reckon the lack of supervision of Individual Learning Accounts is a scandal the government MUST address.  
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MORE than one million people have grabbed the chance to learn workplace skills at college, Education Secretary David Blunkett will announce this week.  

Most of those applying for Individual Learning Accounts-which pay Pounds 150 towards course costs-are mums returning to work.  

Computer training, and business and nursery skills are top lessons.  

The government had not expected to reach the million mark before 2002.  

More than 1,000 learn-  

direct centres are fully booked-and the scheme could be extended to a million more applicants.  
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