Skills Strategy White Paper 21st Century Skills Realising Our Potential.
A response from the Association for College Management

ACM warmly welcomes the Skills Strategy White Paper 21st Century Skills Realising Our Potential.
For many years there has been a good deal of rhetoric about the role of FE in developing the skills of the nation’s workforce.  Training policies and levels of resources have frequently exposed that rhetoric.  We consider that the Skills Strategy, and the associated meeting between the Chancellor of the Exchequer and the All Party Parliamentary Group for Further Education demonstrate a deeper recognition of colleges’ incomparable contribution to the skills of the nation’s workforce. This is very heartening. 
In particular we welcome:

· The creation of an entitlement to a level 2 qualification for all adults  (ACM has long campaigned on this issue;  its motion to last year’s TUC conference was carried overwhelmingly).
· The creation of opportunities for young adults to gain level 3 qualifications in skills shortage areas

· The piloting of an adult education maintenance grant

· The creation of the Skills Alliance, reflecting the role for social partnership in the delivery of the Skills Strategy

· The proposals for expanding and strengthening the role of union learning representatives

· The development of unitisation and a credit framework for adult qualifications

· The strengthening and expansion of Modern Apprenticeships 
· The recognition of the need to protect a wide range of adult learning programmes which offer personal learning, development and fulfilment.

· The intention to ensure improved information, advice and guidance for adults. 

· The recognition of ICT as a basic skill 

We wish to acknowledge the Government’s courage and commitment in expanding education entitlements for adults to gain qualifications at levels 1, 2 and 3.  We are acutely aware of how uninterested the general media is in such policies, preferring as they do to besiege the Government about its policies on HE fees.  There is little immediate political kudos to be gained from these policies;  their adoption reflects the Government’s genuine commitment to improving opportunities to these groups of people.  
This last point illustrates the need for concerted effort on the part of colleges, politicians, officials, unions and national agencies to lift the status and profile of this work in the national consciousness.  Educating the nation’s workforce in basic and intermediate level skills is critical to our shared economic prosperity, and this work merits and needs a far stronger presence in our national life.

The Association has some points of concern about the Skills Strategy, and would welcome all opportunities for further dialogue and development.

1.    It is vital to the success of these proposals that the new strategy brings sufficient additional resources to enable colleges and other providers to develop and deliver education and training to world class industry standards. 

2.  The emphasis on regional skill strategies is welcome.  However there is a multiplicity of agencies working at  regional and sub regional levels.  We have three concerns here:

· There is a need for coherent leadership and coordination.  The present structures – the Learning and Skills Council,  local LSCs, Regional Development Agencies, Local Learning Partnerships – may jostle for resources and influence, diverting energy and resources away from the real goals.

· All the regional and sub regional agencies absorb substantial resources.  If there are more agencies than are needed to achieve the task in hand, then resources that could be directly targeted at upskilling adults are lost in bureaucracy.

· There is a lack of clarity about what constitutes the strategic area.  Local LSCs have a remit for particular areas; the remit of the Regional Development Agencies is geographically wider. 

In conclusion on this point we call for clarification on the roles, relations and responsibilities of the regional and sub regional agencies.

3. While we welcome the recognition of the value of adult learning programmes which offer personal learning, development and fulfilment, there is no commitment of resources or clear targets associated with this proposal.  We are concerned that this aspect of the policy should not turn out to be mere lip service to a worthy ideal.  That ideal will only be delivered if  specific policies and resources are dedicated to making it happen. 
4. We welcome the intended reforms to the adult curriculum.  It is Rationalisation of the plethora of vocational qualifications is long overdue; furthermore much greater flexibility around employers’ particular needs is necessary.  New funding arrangements should closely articulate with this curriculum framework, making it possible for providers to deliver just the training employers require, and to be funded for that training. 
5. We have been heartened to hear hints from officials that Government is considering limits to voluntarism in respect of employers’ responsibilities for the development of their workforce.  We call on Government to ensure that participation by setting clear time limits for the voluntary participation of employers.  After that date compulsory measures should be introduced that require all employers to deliver their training obligations to their workforce.    ACM believes that educational institutions in common with Government, should lead by example in respect of workforce development, and ensure that opportunities embrace all employees and are not confined to professional staff.   
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