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BIS Consultation:

Skills for Sustainable Growth

Response on behalf of HTDC’s member organisations representing civil society training and development in Hertfordshire

October 2010

Introduction

Hertfordshire Training & Development Consortium has over 150 members, mainly comprising voluntary and community sector organisations, social enterprises, and providers of community learning and workforce development for the voluntary sector. We are therefore well placed to provide a perspective on the proposed skills strategy and how it will impact on some of the most vulnerable and disadvantaged groups in our society, and on the workforce in the sector that supports them.

Consultation questions
Principles for a skills strategy 
1. We welcome views on these principles and whether there are others we should consider. 

HTDC response:

The principles make sense but there needs to be recognition of the role of the voluntary sector in supporting the most vulnerable groups with advice and opportunities to gain skills. It is also important to recognise the sector as a key employer of paid and volunteer workers, and a key developer of the capacity of people and organisations to respond, particularly in the context of the aspirations for the Big Society.
2. How can we further simplify the skills system, including the number, roles and responsibilities of the many organisations working in the system? 

HTDC response:

It is too complex, with too many agencies involved, and the formation of the new agencies has exacerbated the problem. Simplification should reduce the overheads and improve the flexibility to meet the needs of employers and learners. But this should not be at the expense of making the system inaccessible for voluntary sector and other smaller providers otherwise provision for disadvantaged groups will be jeopardised. We would like to see re-instatement of the local partnership representatives in order to ensure that funding is targeted at those who need it most.
We would also like to see the complexities of contracting with Consortia resolved such that any government or quasi government tender can be agreed with a consortium and then sub contracted to the consortium members without penalty. This would be a MAJOR change for the better.
3. In view of the current fiscal deficit, what areas of public investment in skills could be reduced and where could private investment be increased? What are the main constraints on changing the balance between public and private investment and how could these be overcome? 

HTDC response:

Smaller employers (SMEs and  voluntary groups) have fewer resources for skills training and require more support to ensure that their staff are not disadvantaged in gaining access to opportunities for learning. The old ‘Train to Gain’ system tended to favour larger employers in order to generate larger learner numbers. Funding for skills development should be prioritised according to need and whether there is the means to pay for it.
A respected and credible training offer 
4. How could the Apprenticeship programme be improved? What can be done to increase the proportion of apprentices progressing to Level 3 and beyond? What and how should employers contribute to Apprenticeships? 

HTDC response:

There needs to be more support for small employers including the voluntary sector to provide apprenticeships. More apprenticeship opportunities are needed for older people, especially the long term unemployed and those needing to re-skill.
5. We welcome views on how best to support people who might in time benefit from an Apprenticeship but who do not currently have the skills to begin one.

HTDC response:

Voluntary sector organisations can provide pre-apprenticeship programmes incorporating elements such as volunteering experience, motivational/confidence-building training and entry level learning opportunities. These need to be funded to support those with low skills and to be able to target hard to reach people.
6. We welcome views about progression from Level 3 Apprenticeships into higher education, including whether there is demand for Higher Apprenticeships at Levels 4 and 5. 

No response.

7. How should we ensure that training leads to real gains in skills, knowledge and competence and not just the accreditation of existing skills? 

HTDC response:

We agree with the principle, but a key problem is training with no prospect of an outcome, that is, a real job or appropriate progression. In an ideal situation, any training programmes need to be aligned with genuine employment generation and business development.
8. How can we incentivise colleges and training organisations to offer a flexible and cost-effective ‘needs-led’ offer for people who are out of work or at risk of becoming unemployed? 

HTDC response:

There is a need to understand that those training organisations (e.g. voluntary sector) that work with vulnerable groups incur greater costs in achieving outcomes e.g. jobs. If a flat rate payment applies to everyone there will be the incentive to “cherry pick” learners and, if a wholesale “payment by result” theme is put in place, this will exclude the majority if not all voluntary sector providers. Initial assessments needed to gauge length of personal development needed and getting client ready for labour market.  This should be followed by time bound programmes of training. It should be recognised that it will be necessary to finance training for the most vulnerable groups where a job outcome is not realistic. 
9. How can we encourage colleges and training organisations to make the transition from learning to work as smooth as possible, enabling progression in the workplace, as well as to further learning?
HTDC response:

This can be achieved by ensuring that the learning offered is relevant to the needs of employers and that learners are given opportunities for work or volunteering experience during their courses. Once in work, there should be support and encouragement to progress with learning.

10. How can we better promote enterprise education in further education colleges and throughout the training system?
HTDC response:

There is a need to promote enterprise as a potential route to paid work throughout the education system starting in schools, and should be included within programmes for the unemployed. There is also a need to develop a social enterprise culture in voluntary sector organisations in order to diversify their income in the context of lower public funding.  

Funding and entitlements 
11. Should Government continue with an entitlements based approach? How can we ensure that Government money is targeted where it is needed most and where it will achieve most value?
HTDC response:

Yes – but it should not be too rigid and must take into account the needs of the learner and their ability to pay. 
Helping individuals and employers choose the learning they want 
12. How can the learning market be made to work more efficiently, effectively and economically and to be more responsive and accountable to demand by individuals and employers, while also delivering value for money?
HTDC response:

By reducing the complexity of the system and the number of bodies involved, by ensuring that the qualification/training that is funded is focussed on the needs of employers and that smaller providers, including the voluntary sector, can play a full role in the market. 

13. We welcome views on how best to ensure employers are able to shape the skills system to meet their needs. 

HTDC response:

Sector skills councils should be more strategic and less involved in quality development and approval. They should not micro-manage, but support their sector.
14. We are interested in views on what more might be needed to make the system responsive to employer needs. 

HTDC response:

Allow individual employers more flexibility on how best to meet the needs of their workforce. Smaller employers including the voluntary sector must be able to have a voice with their LEPs so their needs are understood and catered for. 
15. Which qualifications have most value for employers and learners? Which do not have value? How do we evolve the Qualifications and Credit Framework so that it focuses on the former and removes the latter?
HTDC response:

Individuals should be able to accumulate credits flexibly and by a better accreditation of prior learning. This is particularly important for voluntary sector and other small employers where employees often have portfolio job roles. 

16. How can we improve the accessibility and quality of careers information, advice and guidance services for adults? 

HTDC response:

Ensure that the voluntary sector can play a full role in the delivery of careers IAG and that within schools everyone is encouraged to access independent advice at key points in their education/career pathway. There should be a focus on NEET prevention by ensuring alternative provision for those that need it outside the school system but also by ensuring that a range of unskilled/semi skilled job opportunities is available, an issue outside of the remit of this survey but wholly relevant to its outcomes!
The nextstep careers advice service for adults needs to be much better resourced and promoted more visibly – particularly within deprived/disadvantaged communities to ensure that it is fully accessible to those who need the most help. And the service that is funded must be able to be delivered flexibly according to the needs of different individuals – not according to “one size fits all” quick fix targets.
17. We welcome views on the vision for lifelong learning accounts, and their potential usefulness.

HTDC response:

These do not provide a direct benefit for learners in themselves. Small providers will be at a disadvantage if the system is complex to administer. It is important to ensure accessibility for those without access to IT or for those with disabilities.
18. We welcome views on approaches to informing learners and employers including how better information can be made available while reducing bureaucracy. 

HTDC response:

Advice provided on job and careers opportunities should take account of opportunities in the voluntary sector. Where performance measures are reported, any league tables or information provided to learners must take into account distance travelled so as not to disadvantage those providers who cater for vulnerable groups and, of course, the cost in time and money to the would be beneficiaries.
Giving colleges and training organisations the freedom to respond 
19. We welcome views on our planned measures for simplification and freeing colleges and training organisations. 

HTDC response:

Voluntary sector providers must be given the same freedom as colleges to ensure a level playing field.
20. How can we enable colleges and training organisations to be more efficient and responsive to the needs of employers, learners and their community but without adding new layers of control by local bodies? 

HTDC response:

We question the assumption that colleges and training organisations are not efficient. Many are extremely efficient and highly focussed on local needs.

However – there is scope to improve efficiency by local partnership working, especially within consortia, between colleges, independent and voluntary sector providers to ensure that local community needs are met and recognise/play to each other’s strengths. There should be recognition that voluntary sector organisations will be specialists within particular groups e.g. BME, homeless, mental health, rural etc
21. What mechanisms could we use to hold colleges and other training organisations to account for their performance in responding to employers’ needs and for prioritising training that adds real economic value?
HTDC response:

It should be recognised that it can be extremely difficult for training organisations to understand what local employers need as they often have resourcing issues themselves to engage and inform local providers. 

It is important to keep reporting requirements to a minimum, ensuring that only essential data be collected and that these requirements are made clear and in advance to all providers, and not changed during the term of any agreement. 

Incentives to train in priority areas 
22. Do we need a framework that will enable and encourage employers and individuals to invest in training in priority areas and for colleges and other training organisations to provide appropriate courses?
HTDC response:

To do this it will be important for LEPs to be able to collate data from small employers (including the voluntary sector) so they can determine local priorities. Otherwise priorities identified will tend to be dominated by larger employers. 

23. Should we promote training innovation, particularly in rapidly changing or wholly new areas of the economy? If so, how might we do this? 

HTDC response:

The Big Society may require individuals to develop new skills. Innovative delivery mechanisms may be needed for rural communities with appropriate (and costed) support in place to enable access to those more vulnerable or less able.
24. How can we ensure employers can access high quality labour market information? 

HTDC response:

It is important to recognise Skills Third Sector and ensure that voluntary sector skills needs are addressed.
Encouraging a more productive workforce 
25. What would enable businesses to use skills as a driver of productivity and business improvement? 

HTDC response:

Voluntary sector organisations will need advice, guidance and skills training in order to remain sustainable in an era of reduced public funding and increased demands on their services; for example, enterprise training is likely to be a key priority.
26. We welcome views on ways in which businesses can be encouraged to increase the UK’s leadership and management capability to create better run and more highly performing businesses.
 HTDC response:
In the above context, leadership and management skills will be key for voluntary sector organisations including volunteer trustees. The emerging strategy from the Skills Third Sector consultation confirms this.
Reinvigorating adult and community learning 
27. How could we encourage the development of productive partnerships with third sector organisations? 

HTDC response:

Voluntary sector organisations’ specialist expertise and experience should be recognised in any partnerships developed with colleges, private training companies etc, and the mechanisms by which these partnerships work should be equitable. Voluntary sector leadership of partnerships should be encouraged, especially in the contracting and sub contracting rules, particularly those involving learning consortia 
28. We welcome views on new ways that colleges could be used to support the community. 

HTDC response:
Colleges will need to become more flexible in order to reach out fully into their local communities. They may need to deliver outside normal college hours/terms and in community venues. They must involve voluntary sector organisations in positive relationships and recognise their expertise in engaging and working with particular groups of learners.

29. How could adult and community learning be reinvigorated? We especially welcome ideas for how businesses and others could be encouraged to engage in supporting local community learning to help create local ownership and momentum. 

HTDC response:

Voluntary sector organisations and social enterprises are well placed to reinvigorate adult and community learning. There will be a need to help them promote and facilitate the formation of self organised groups for informal learning, based in the community.
Measuring success 
30. We welcome views on those indicators of success would be most useful to you or your organisation.

HTDC response:

Indicators must not be rigid and one-dimensional and should measure the distance travelled by learners. There are recognised monitoring systems for collecting data on soft outcomes (SOUL), and these should be employed where relevant. 

However, voluntary sector organisations and smaller training providers should not be over-burdened with data collection and reporting and, in sensitive areas such a mental health, confidentiality for beneficiaries must be recognised and observed in the data collecting mechanisms. 
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HTDC is a project led by Hertfordshire Community Foundation 
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