Skills and Employment in London:  

Proposals for the London Skills and Employment Board Strategy

Response from Association for College Management 
1.
Introduction

The Association for College Management is the TUC affiliated trade union and professional association that champions, represents and supports managers in the post-16 education and training sector.  Our membership embraces academic and business managers at several levels including principals.

As the Leitch Review has identified, around 70% of the workforce of 2020 has already completed its compulsory education.  Thus we must give careful and full attention to the demands of up-skilling the existing workforce.  

In London in-work poverty remains common: many workers in London are employed on poverty wages.  According to the GLA’s Living Wage Report 2007, about one in seven of London's full-time workers and almost half of our part-time workers are paid at a rate below the London Living Wage of £7.20 per hour.  Tackling poverty goes hand in hand with improving skills.  However, many workplaces operate on a low skill / little training basis and almost half of all employees in London receive no training at work.

Thus there are challenges as to how employers are to commit to the kind of recruitment, employment and training standards that are needed both to meet the productivity challenge for the London economy and to delivering the benefits of sustained employability / employment for Londoners.

As elsewhere investment in training remains focussed on higher skilled workers.  The 2006 Labour Force Survey suggests that whereas 41 per cent of graduate employees participated in job-related training in the past three months the figure for employees without qualifications was only 12 per cent.
2. ACM’s key messages 

· Government, national and local, and public service employers should act as an employer of best practice in relation to their own workforces.  This includes taking steps to embed training obligations in sub-contractual arrangements

· Employers must invest more in staff training that provides benefits for both employer and employee, in the latter case improvements in long term employability and possession of formal qualifications 
· While employee access to training is essential for London’s economic performance it is also important to protect opportunities for individuals to access education independently of their work circumstances. The factors that determine the value of that experience will be:
· High quality, affordable programmes

· An education offer which is easy to navigate and to locate the desired provision

· Excellent advice and guidance (always remarked on in any consultation such as this, but stubbornly immune to improvement). A universal, single brand, high profile service is needed. 

· Whether people seek access to education as an employee or an individual, the critical factors in the value of that experience will be:
· The currency of the qualification 

· The quality of the provision

· The efficacy of the provision in upskilling the individual for long term employability (rather than providing a narrow non transferable skills for the employer)

· Lord Leitch made a commitment that if employers did not deliver on the Level 2 target by 2010 (‘if the improvement rate is insufficient’), that Government should ‘introduce an individual legal entitlement to workplace training for employees lacking a Level 2 qualification or equivalent through Train to Gain in England, in consultation with employers and trade unions.’    We hope that Government will follow this advice when reviewing the need for a statutory right to training for the low skilled in 2010 and does not put off the decision to introduce a statutory basis for workplace training. 

· The voluntary approach recommended by Lord Leitch to engage employers in training their low-skilled employees is the Skills Pledge. ACM has given this initiative full support but only on the basis that the Government remains clearly committed to introducing a statutory right to training if the pledge does not lead to a sufficient rate of improvement in investment in training by employers by 2010
· The learning and training landscape remains cluttered with too many agencies and initiatives. A more rational, transparent and understandable infrastructure would facilitate better partnership and greater coordination and alignment of strategy, goals and operations. 
· Recent experience in terms of national policy for learning and skills provision demonstrates that Government itself is too easily compromised in terms of integrating the aims and objectives of social cohesion and economic development.  The classification of much high priority provision as ‘other’ and ‘low priority’ as a consequence of the Leitch agenda is a clear example and an important lesson for the LSEB’s strategy.  A further example is the confusion over how to prioritise ESoL funding and provision, and the stop-start policy making in this area.  It is critical from the outset the LSEB strategy manages an effective integration of social cohesion and economic development policies, and avoids the mistake of having to make a choice between the two, or make one pay for the other.

· There are 33 local authorities in London with responsibility for 0 -19 education. 14 – 19 provision in particular, including vocational programmes, should be articulated with post 19 provision in such a way that supports choice, progression and achievement. Creating a good seam between 14 – 19 provision and 19+ provision represents a significant challenge.  It is essential that there is a city-region overview of the 14-19 offer.
· While ACM agrees that focusing public spending on low skilled adults is correct, the current requirement that funding is available only for a ‘first’ qualification means that many people with outdated qualifications are excluded and this has a greater impact on particular groups, for example, older workers and women returners. 

· While London colleges have a track record of responding well to government policy challenges (widening participation, basic skills delivery, responsiveness to employer need) a need persists for support to some providers to change their delivery model in order to be able to respond more effectively to employers’ needs.

· Excellent progress has been made in improving the capital stock of London’s colleges.  This needs to be maintained if we are to offer world-class provision.

· The national vocational qualification programme is essential to ensure the provision of qualifications that are flexible, responsive and fit for work purpose.
· The further education sector is represented in the draft strategy as a sector that simply responds to Government and LSC initiatives, rather than a sector that is governed independently by experts and leaders from the worlds of business and employment, local and national government, community organisations, and supported by expert students and staff.  Our greatest disappointment in the draft strategy is the lack of any acknowledgement of the leadership, commitment to and progress made by London’s further education sector towards the LSEB’s ambition, and, more importantly, the lack of a vision of London’s further education system being one of the key engines of change and delivery for the LSEB’s ambition.

· Professionalisation of the FE sector is essential and part of this must involve parity of pay and terms and conditions of employment between FE employees and those in school as well as ensuring investment in workforce development within the sector.
3. Responses to the questions posed by the London Skills and Employment Board Strategy

Are these the right challenges for action by the Board?  If not, what key things are the most important for action by the Board to improve the employment and skills of Londoners?

Challenge 1: A fundamental change to the employment and skills support available for Londoners making it easier for individuals to access the help they need to move into work, and to help existing employees progress and/or develop new skills

We agree that this is a key challenge.  As the strategy asserts it is essential to make “effective arrangements to enable adults – in work and out of work – to improve their skills”.   The key needs here are for improvements in effective information, advice and guidance, together with commitment from employers, including public sector employers.  In ACM’s experience the least skilled, least organized, least qualified employees are virtually invisible to employers with respect to their skill training needs. This is as true of large employers as it is of small employers.  Perhaps a publicity campaign based on the Mayor’s office’s training plan for its cleaners, caterers and security staff would inspire other employers into action.  

Challenge 2: An ambitious new Employer Programme for London employers (private and public) that is business focused and demonstrates the clear business benefits of workforce development, of recruiting locally, and helping out of-work Londoners back into work.

We agree that employers need to be convinced of the  “business case” for training since argument and evidence here are likely to be the key motivators. 

However we suggest that different groups of employers have different concerns and each group needs to be addressed in its own terms. We suggest a segmented programme addressed to:

· Public sector employers

· Large scale private sector employers

· SMEs

· Individuals, within and without the workforce

While each layer of this programme would be addressed to different groups of employers, if there were a synoptic element to the programme it could serve to raise awareness across London of the issues and create a sense of a unified London wide campaign in which we all have a part to play. 

We would also like to see Sector Skills Councils taking a lead on exploring how employer engagement can be enhanced on a sector specific basis.  This should include addressing how employers can be encouraged to provide time off for workers to undertake training.  

Challenge 3: A new level of responsiveness from London’s learning and skills providers to ensure that skills provision is focused on meeting genuine needs.

Quality standards in London’s colleges are high – very good progress has been made in this regard over the past decade. Each has a strong sense of responsibility towards its immediate community as well as offering vocational specialisms to individuals and employers in the city region. 

It is entirely legitimate to require colleges to plan and deliver provision in response to central and city-region government policies  (for example improving employability, providing access to basic skills learning).  However the constraints on colleges imposed by ineffective funding methodologies, bureaucracy and quangos is such that they can pervert colleges’ activity and disable them from achieving these important broad goals. In order to avoid what the Secretary of State has characterized as ‘hitting the targets, but missing the point’, colleges should be set broad goals but then given the latitude to achieve those with the aid of the knowledge and experience they have of their own communities.  Progress and achievement of the broad goals should be carefully monitored as should the quality of teaching and learning. 

The responsiveness of colleges must be supported by the availability of fit for purpose, flexible qualifications that respond to employers’ expressed needs.  The national vocational qualification reform programme is helpful here. 

Challenge 4: An integrated skills and employment infrastructure

We support the objective to encourage greater integration of employment and skills infrastructure.  In the national context we have made this point at every opportunity during the past few years. We have seen little progress so far.  One of our key concerns is how the London Skills Strategy will dovetail with 14 – 19 provision in the capital. Consider: in 2010 young students will have an entitlement to seventeen diploma lines at 3 levels.  Thus all of London’s 33 local authorities will be obliged to provide each young person in their borough with access to their option of choice from 51 possibilities (and diploma provision is, of course, additional to the provision of A levels, BNDs, Apprenticeships etc.)  The capacity for vocational training entailed in these complicated arrangements needs to be articulated with the provision for adults if there is to be an integrated infrastructure without expensive waste.  It would be useful to consult on some early modeling. 

From 2010 responsibility for 14 – 19 provision will rest with local authorities while adult skills provision rests with the Mayor’s office. In our view there is a strong case for city-region coordination of the 14-19 offer.  

Challenge 5: Public funding for skills and employment in London aligned to the challenges and priorities identified in the draft Strategy.

We support greater co-ordination of regional strategy and public funding.  We believe that greater autonomy should be allowed for aligning public funding with London’s priorities.  One major example of this would be the provision of ESOL, given the scale of migrant labour within the regional workforce.

Hitting targets that miss the point has become a feature of the skills sector.  National targets are poorly formulated and lack any real evidence of bottom line economic, productivity and social cohesion impact.  The Government’s formulation of ‘high priority’ provision has been based on out-dated tools and systems, and the notion that ‘full’ or larger qualifications are of more relevance in terms of progression, and of better quality than smaller or more flexible qualifications.  This is counter-intuitive and contrary to the known preferences of customers (including those seeking work and employers themselves).

Do you agree with the Board’s ambition?  Are these the right supporting targets?  If not, what other supporting targets would you suggest?

We support the Board’s three main aims, namely:

· equipping Londoners not in work with the skills they will need to get into long-term, fulfilling employment

· supporting Londoners already in work to acquire new skills and capabilities so that they can succeed in the workforce
· supporting London employers to be increasingly competitive by being able to recruit local people with the right skills and by developing the skills of their existing workforce.
In our view a small number of high-level targets should be established that would steer providers and employers towards these goals, and to help monitor progress and success.  One target central to this strategy should be increasing the proportion of the employed workforce engaged in training.  Other targets should relate to the number of employers signing up to the London Employer Programme (incorporating the skills pledge) by 2010.  A third target might relate to increases in the employment rates of disadvantaged groups in London.   

Do you agree with the priorities and actions for improving the support and services available to individuals to improve their skills and employment opportunities?  What further priorities and actions would you suggest?
We share some key concerns of the paper including:

· access to life-long learning for older people 

· the ability for workers to retrain to meet changes in technology and patterns of employment

· a need for better information on training and career development opportunities and the routes to progression

We welcome the objectives of:

· lifting  aspirations, confidence and recognition of the value of learning

· being attentive to the needs of older learners

· improving access to, and clarity of,  information, advice and guidance so that people are able to identify the  learning and progression that is right for them

· enabling individuals in and out of work to improve their skills

· more extensive use of work-based learning and skills development including much better promotion of apprenticeships

As a trade union we advocate that employers including public sector employers work with union learning representatives in order to encourage interest and participation in lifelong learning.  However we recognize that many employees are not unionized and this latter group will tend to include those who suffer the greatest disadvantage.  Union learning initiatives should not exclude these individuals. 

Do you agree with the priorities and actions for involving more employers in London’s employment and skills challenges?  What further priorities and actions would you suggest?
In the absence of a statutory requirement for employers to train, we understand the voluntary approach adopted in this strategy.  

Any employer engagement programme must address:

· making the business case for training

· ensuring that high quality training, responsive to employers’ needs,  is available.  In the past employers have claimed with some justification that the training they needed was not available. 

· creating a pan London climate and initiative that everyone is drawn into and wants to be a part of.

London Employer Programme
We welcome the idea of a ‘skills and jobs pledge’ and the inclusion of a commitment to train the existing workforce as well as the commitment to fair recruitment practices.   We believe there should also be commitments to the provision of apprenticeships, and the promotion of workforce diversity and equality.  

Many employers still need to be convinced that training is an investment and not a cost.  We suggest that case studies can demonstrate this where dry analysis and tables of statistics may not.  

Sub contracting

We have seen from our experience with colleges that it is essential to find ways of obliging contractors delivering goods and services to the public sector to meet broader social and economic objectives.  (It is also important that employers, including colleges, are not permitted to use sub contracting arrangements as an excuse for ignoring the needs of these groups, often those who clean, patrol or cater in their organisations.) 

We agree with the emphasis on the role of Sector Skills Councils in developing employer engagement.  Sector Skills Agreements can usefully address issues relating to individual sectors as well as developing a partnership approach to skills strategy within sectors.  SSCs remain key to developing sector specific strategies.  As such, they could also play a key role in developing the “business case” for employer investment based on the specific needs of that sector, making a case more relevant to employers within that sector.

Do you agree with the priorities and actions for creating an education and skills system for the future?  What further priorities and actions would you suggest?

In 2006 the Train to Gain programme engaged 7,000 employers and over 

21,000 individuals. This ‘ demand-led’ funding system is intended to encourage the provision that employers need.  However we would caution against assuming that how employers characterise their needs will necessarily meet the long term employability needs of all individuals.  Employers will generally match their demand for training to their commercial interests.  Individual employees will usually have other, often many others; learning needs if they are to equip themselves with long-term employability. 

We agree that it is essential to improve attainment for young people under the age of 19.  When funding responsibility for the 14 to 19 age group transfers from the LSC to local authorities in 2010, it will be necessary to make arrangements for a regional overview in London. 

We endorse the view that a major aim of 19+ provision should be employability and progression. Colleges in London have been responsive to previous challenges particularly around widening participation and improving the quality of provision; more recently colleges in London are significantly transforming their relationships to employers to become more responsive.  

In the view of the Association the New Standard for Employer Responsiveness and Vocational Excellence should enable employers to identify responsive, high quality providers. We agree that employers should become more involved in the delivery of higher-level skills through involvement in the development of Foundation Degrees and expansion of Lifelong Learning Networks. We would encourage work that ensures clear and accessible progression from Apprenticeships to Foundation Degrees. 

Do you agree with the priorities and actions for integrating employment and skills delivery systems?  What further priorities and actions would you suggest?

We can see no evidence or convincing argument presented in the draft strategy to support the view that further opening up of the skills market in London will improve responsiveness, quality or innovation.  This market is already very open indeed, and, in part, this is responsible for the clutter and confusion that the LSEB criticises.  Further contestability within this market is likely to lead to all providers towards more short-term objectives by targeting the easiest and most cash-rewarding targets.

We agree that London needs a new form of responsiveness, and that not all providers are yet positioned to do this.  However, we view the main constraint within the system as being the funding priorities of the LSC that currently inhibit responsiveness to demands.  The LSEB should take care not to confuse the ‘demand-led’ system promoted by DIUS and the LSC as what employers require in a London context.  Whilst there is some overlap, as the draft strategy itself demonstrates throughout, what London requires is a radical and challenging departure from national systems and targets.  Colleges are able to demonstrate through their achievements and outcomes wide ranging responsiveness to the demands of Londoners, London employers, and of multi-partner efforts to tackle systemic issues. 

We support the objective of greater integration of employment and skills infrastructure.  However much agencies are enjoined to work in partnership our experience is that vested interests and the practical difficulties of alignment too often undermine partnership delivery.  Therefore we are strongly supportive of the rationalisation of agencies, and beyond that the stricter co-ordination and alignment of the public sector agencies in their relationships with providers.

We support the setting up of a London Skills Observatory.  Forecasting future skills needs, while inexact, provides helpful indicators about the future.  

Do you support the priorities and actions for making the public sector system work for London?  What further priorities and actions would you suggest?

As we suggested above we believe that there must be some significant autonomy for aligning public funding with London’s priorities.  Our strongest example is the provision of ESOL training for the large proportion of migrant labour in the capital.  

Finally 
Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to this debate.  We would welcome further discussion and involvement. 
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