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1. Executive Summary

The Government wants to create a stronger and fairer Britain, equipped to meet the challenges of the future.  It has identified a social and economic imperative to equip more people with high level skills.

The Government’s high level skills strategy has two main goals: to generate more, and more employable, graduates (quality and quantity) and to raise the skills and capacity for innovation and enterprise of those already in the workforce.
To inform the development of the strategy a formal consultation was launched by the Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS) on the 14th April 2008 and closed on the 7th July 2008.  A consultation document was available electronically and in paper form, supported by a web-site.    

The formal consultation was supplemented with additional activity to ensure a broad range of stakeholders’ views were represented.  Two events, in Manchester and London, invited representatives from the business and education communities.  Qualitative focus groups sought views from potential learners and Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) employers.   This was complemented by consultation with the National Student Forum and the DIUS Customer Insight Panel.  However, it should be noted that this report predates the publication of the National Student Forum, Annual Report 2008.  In total, consultation activity resulted in 238 formal responses and the views of 119 delegates at events being received for analysis.  The output of all these elements was analysed by COI and key themes identified.

A large majority of respondents deemed the consultation to be timely and necessary and they endorsed the overall direction of the strategy. However they called on DIUS, in looking for solutions, not to reinvent the wheel but to build on good practice where possible.

Further themes to emerge are outlined below.  

Sell in the benefits of participation

Many respondents identified the need to sell in the benefits of participation to employers through clearly articulating (ideally quantified) business benefits of early engagement with Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) to encourage them to help develop courses, offer work placements and invest in training itself.  Benefits would be enhanced with the introduction of a formal process of recognition, perhaps through a kite mark or league tables, identifying employers who invest in training.

Whilst there was much more focus on demonstrating direct business benefits, some also advocated the need for financial incentives (largely in the form of tax concessions).  There was also mention of the promotion of the use of ‘golden handcuffs’ to encourage firms to train staff which was deemed fair by employees also.

For HEIs to be more responsive to business need an institutional change in attitude is required and this is most likely to result from the provision of compelling case studies with quantifiable results.

The need to promote Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) subjects was widely discussed.  The need for a ‘rebranding’ of STEM was identified through clear careers pathways and positive role models.

Interestingly some questioned the ‘presumption’ that employers should get directly involved in the provision of Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG) due to their partiality, resource limitations, or limited understanding of career paths available.
Reviewing funding and financial incentives

Many comments centred on increasing levels of funding and greater flexibility of funding.  Specifics included:

· Reviewing funding for the Further Education (FE) sector in particular (with more scope for them to offer short courses and the development of a more effective framework for credit accumulation and transfer)

· Enhanced funding for Train to Gain to allow it to consolidate its position as a brokerage service between business and universities

· Many advocated the provision of financial incentives to STEM students (through enhanced Education Maintenance Allowance, fees rebates, and tax breaks once qualified).  However, others called for a robust evaluation system of the impact of incentivisation in any form before further incentives were offered.  Many also called for financial incentives to HEIs for running STEM courses

· There was some concern that the current funding system inhibits the promotion of work placements.  Some felt that funding should go to both the university and the employer when a student is on a sandwich placement, not only the university as currently happens.  Others were of the view that HEIs should receive specific funding to develop a brokering system to professionalise placement provision

· Some suggested seed funding for HEI’s with innovative course ideas to help fund development and start-up costs ‘with no strings attached’

· Others called for greater freedom for the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) to respond flexibly to regional needs

Fostering co-operation and collaboration

There was a sense that, currently, many relationships between HEIs and employers are transactional and that the aspiration should be a transition to a continuous, working relationship.

Many felt that the Sector Skills Councils (SSCs) should be playing a pivotal role in developing and promoting IAG and encouraging employers to engage with the HE sector.  Responses indicated that, currently, their input was variable.  

Some advocated a more formalised relationship between Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) and SSCs, with improved sharing of best practice and a requirement for collaboration with the Learning & Skills Council (LSC), local authorities, Skills Funding Agency, the Young People’s Learning Agency and HEFCE at a regional level.

However, others disagreed with some employers and representative bodies feeling that trade associations should have the power that is being proposed for SSCs. 

Some advocated a much greater role for the FE sector generally (and felt that this did not have sufficient emphasis in the consultation document).  Improved relationships between FE Colleges (FECs) and HEIs could be facilitated by Lifelong Learning Networks (LLNs).   

Others mentioned the need for unions to act as ‘champions’ of workplace learning and develop the role of the Unionlearn and union representatives.

In order for the HE sector and employers to work together many mentioned the need for:

· The HE sector (and the Government) to speak in employers’ language and avoid jargon.  

· The HE sector to provide a single point of contact for businesses to facilitate easy access (i.e. an account management system)

· Employers being given the opportunity to lecture on HE courses

· Secondments to increase the flow between industry and HE sector

There was some mention of the innovative use of regional or sectoral clusters – employers (particularly SMEs) who have grouped together to share training programmes.

Reinventing course design and delivery

There were a number of suggestions for improvements in infrastructure and course format and delivery:

· There were a number of mentions of the need to upskill both the IAG workforce and the HE sector to be more responsive to employer need

· Many called for a revival of sandwich degree courses and for work placements to contribute to final qualifications

· Development of a clearer framework for credit accumulation and transfer

· There was some call for the FE sector to be funded to provide shorter, modular courses

· An emphasis on the incorporation of leadership, entrepreneurial and interpersonal skills into courses

· Simulating the work environment on HE courses as an alternative to expensive work placements

· More courses available in non-work environments and outside working hours and term times

Centralisation versus regional / local planning

There were mixed views on the desirability of centralised planning versus activity at a more local level.

However, there were a number of actions identified that could be undertaken at a national level:

· Making the business case for employer engagement and investment in training

· Provision of guidance for SMEs specifically on how to engage

· The Alliance of Sector Skills Councils and the UK Commission for Employment and Skills (UKCES) to lead nationally on improved articulation of skills needs

· Review funding models to foster collaboration and innovation

· A national structure for IAG with a more established role for SSCs

· National database of work placement opportunities (although some felt that this would work better at a regional level)

· National survey of employers’ skills needs by sector

· Rationalisation in terms of the number of organisations involved in strategy development and clarity over roles and remit
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