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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

2. Introduction

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)

· To raise the skills and capacity for innovation and enterprise of those already in the workforce

The 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.  Details of the consultation questions are provided in Appendix A. As the document states, the strategy will be explicitly driven by demand from businesses, employers and students (both younger undergraduates and adults in the workforce).  DIUS, therefore, identified the need to consult widely on the consultation document.  

A formal consultation document was available electronically and in paper form, and a specific web-site allowed stakeholders to respond to the consultation online.  This strand of activity attracted the following numbers of responses:
	Type of organisation
	Number of email responses
	Number of  on-line responses

	Higher Education Institutes (HEIs)
	46
	32

	Further Education Colleges (FECs)
	2
	6

	Employers
	2
	2

	Employer, business or student organisations
	47
	30

	Government Departments or NDPBs
	27
	14

	Not stated
	29
	-

	Total
	153
	84


In addition to the formal consultation, DIUS commissioned COI to run a series of facilitated events for stakeholders in two locations.  These had the aim of exploring the issues raised by stakeholders in greater detail and to encourage participation from organisations in each locality.  The events ran on the 18th June and the 3rd July 2008.  The events attracted the following attendance:
	Location
	Date
	Attendance

	Manchester
	18th June 2008
	45

	London
	 3rd July 2008
	74


In total, 119 participants attended from a range of organisations, including colleges and training providers, employers, employer / business / student organisations and NDPBs / Government Departments.  

COI was also commissioned to conduct some focus group discussions with potential learners and SME employers to ensure their views were incorporated into the consultation.  The specification for this research was as follows:

Employers

· 1 group discussion of 1½ hours’ duration

· 8 respondents

· 1-49 employees

· 4 depth interviews of 1 hour’s duration

· 50-250 employees

· All were owners/MD/Chief Executives responsible for training

· From a range of sectors including retail, property, construction, textiles

Employees

· 2 group discussions of 1½ hours’ duration

· 8 respondents

· All were working full time

· 1 group level 2 skills, aged 25-35 years

· 1 group level 3 skills, aged 30-45 years

· All respondents were non-rejectors of offering/enrolling in formal training

These strands of activity were complemented by consultation with the National Student Forum and the DIUS Customer Insight Panel, the outputs of which have been incorporated into the findings presented here.
This document reports on the key findings of each of the project components separately, with Section Three bringing together the over-arching themes.

3. Key Themes

Overall many participants at the events and respondents to the consultation were broadly positive about the consultation indicating that it is timely and necessary.  One overarching theme is the general call for DIUS, in looking for solutions, not to reinvent the wheel but to build on good practice where possible.

Further themes emerged and are outlined below.

3.1 Selling in the benefits of participation

Many respondents identified the need to sell in the benefits of participation to employers through clearly articulating the 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.  There was a call for some quantification of the benefits in terms of improved recruitment, retention and business performance generally. There was also mention of external recognition of training through a kitemark or league tables of employers.

Interestingly some questioned the ‘presumption’ that employers should get directly involved in the provision of Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG) because of their partiality, resource limitations, or limited understanding of career paths available.
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 some, limited discussion of compulsion, with the example given of compulsory work placements in Australia.  There was also mention of the promotion of the use of ‘golden handcuffs’ to encourage firms to train staff.

Some also discussed the need to sell in the benefits to HEIs of becoming more responsive to business need.  Respondents generally felt that HEIs need an institutional change in attitude and that this is most likely to result from the provision of quantifiable case study results and compelling case studies.
The need to promote Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) subjects was widely discussed with a need identified for a ‘rebranding’ of STEM through positive role models, inspirational teaching and specific initiatives like greater use of summer schools, taster courses and science clubs for girls at secondary school.

3.2 Reviewing funding and financial incentives

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

· 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 advocate the provision of financial incentives to STEM students (through enhanced Education Maintenance Grant, fees rebates, tax breaks once qualified).  However, some also feel that this is a ‘shortsighted’, unsustainable solution and others called for a robust evaluation system of the impact of incentivisation in any form. Many also call for financial incentives to HEIs for running STEM courses or those who demonstrate that they are responsive to employer demand for specialist courses

· There was some concern that the current funding system inhibits the promotion of work placements.  Some feel 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 are of the view that HEIs should receive specific funding to develop a brokering system to professionalise placement provision

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

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

3.3 Fostering co-operation and collaboration

There is 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 feel that the Sector Skills Councils (SSCs) should be playing a pivotal role in developing and promoting IAG and encouraging employers to engage with the HEI sector.  Responses indicate that their input is currently variable.  Some advocate 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 and some employers and representative bodies feel that trade associations should have the power that is being proposed for SSCs. This is linked to many respondents feeling adamant that an employer-led, rather than supply-led, model is key.

There was generally some uncertainty expressed about the involvement and added value of RDAs currently.

Some advocate a much greater role for the FE sector generally (and feel that this does not have sufficient emphasis in the consultation document currently).  Some feel that improved relationships between FE Colleges (FECs) and HEIs could be facilitated by Lifelong Learning Networks (LLNs).   Others mention the need for unions to act as ‘champions’ of workplace learning and develop the role of the Unionlearn and union representatives in terms of higher level skills.

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

· The HE sector (and the Government) to speak in employers’ language and avoid jargon.  There was a strong feeling that employers were generally good at articulating need but that this was not translated into effective course design because of a breakdown in communication between the employers and HE sectors

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

Amongst SMEs, there was a reticence about engaging with HEIs or FECs and an assumption that their needs would be better represented by trade organisations or Government agencies.
3.4 Reinventing course design and delivery

There are 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 is some call for the FE sector to be funded to provide shorter, modular courses (in the same way as the HE sector)

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

· Simulating the work environment at HE courses to remove the need for expensive work placements 

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

· Facilitate the accreditation of employers’ internal training programmes
3.5 Centralisation vs regional / local planning

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

However, there are 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

4. Summary of the Stakeholder Events

In order to complement the formal consultation process, DIUS commissioned COI to conduct a series of facilitated, stakeholder events in two selected locations.  These events aimed to explore the issues raised by stakeholders in detail and to encourage participation from organisations in each locality.  

Events were held in the following locations:

	Location
	Date
	Attendance

	Manchester
	18th June 2008
	45

	London
	 3rd July 2008
	74


In total, 119 participants attended from a range of organisations, including colleges and training providers, employers, employer / business / student organisations and NDPBs / Government Departments.  It should be noted that there was a lower attendance from employers than other groups and the results should be read in this light.

Participants debated the issues for consultation in small table discussions.  The events also included presentations, some plenary feedback and Question and Answer sessions.

4.1. MORE, AND MORE EMPLOYABLE GRADUATES
4.1.1. How can information, advice and guidance (IAG) for young people and adults be improved? 

How can employers be encouraged/incentivised to be involved? (Q1)

Summary 

It was clear that the majority of delegates felt that the provision of IAG for both young people and adults is at present inadequate and its improvement emerged as a key action in one of the feedback sessions. Increases in both the quality and quantity of IAG were seen to be crucial if young people are to opt for pathways which make them more employable, and if the workforce as a whole is to become more highly skilled. Fewer suggestions were made regarding incentives for employers, with key ideas being financial or ‘ethical’, for example tax incentives, subsidies, or linkage to Comprehensive Spending Review (CSR) programmes.

Key themes

More IAG in schools

At primary and secondary school young people should start to receive general education about careers, to open their minds to the wide range of choices available to them, and the subjects and pathways to lead them there. A greater general focus on the variety of careers available was felt to be necessary, to give student a broader understanding of what they could do, before specialising restricted options. It was also suggested that there may be a tendency that needs to be countered in schools to focus on routes into HE, rather than informing students about the full range of options.

It was also recognised that IAG may often be squeezed out of programmes of study and that many teachers lack the experience to deliver up-to-date and comprehensive careers advice. 

Specific suggestions to improve the quality of IAG in schools were:

· Expand the role of careers advisers so every organisation has a trained professional connected to that institution

· Improve the training for Connexions advisers and expand their remit to include schools, not only vulnerable groups

· One delegate suggested extending the role of Independent Schools Careers Service to cover the whole education sector

· Teachers could undertake short placements with relevant employers to gain recent and relevant experience of how their subject is used in ‘real life’.

“IAG …specifically should be strengthened at school level…by articulating career routes, so students can understand potentially where they can progress and then understand what educational needs will help them achieve that.  Secondly …it could become part of the inspection criteria for schools.  There should be more encouragement for schools to work with employers – real experiences for students”

Table feedback, Manchester event
More relevant IAG in HEIs

Overall HEIs could improve their IAG provision by developing links with employers and advising students about skills needed for employment and potential careers following from course choices. Measures proposed were:

· Encouraging alumni and businessmen to return to talk to students about their sectors

· HEIs bringing together what they are able to offer students into one coherent package. There is already a lot of work being done, but students may have difficulties accessing the resources available to them

· Individual departments becoming more involved with IAG, as they would be able to develop relevant links with employers and offer more specific, subject-related, advice to students

· Encouraging students to undertake work placements to give them more experience of work. (These are compulsory in Australia.)

“Students want to speak to young alumni and senior people in top organisations to show them where their careers could both start and take them in the future”

Delegate, London event
More IAG for adults/employees/employers

If the workforce as a whole is to develop higher level skills, access to comprehensive IAG should not end on leaving school or HE. Both employers and employees would benefit from improved IAG about training courses, educational opportunities and careers pathways. Suggestions were:
· A National IAG service should be introduced to “bring all the information together and make it easily accessible for all.”

· Expanding existing websites, such as Creative Choices. They’re “a start”, but more needs to be done

· There should be a face to face service to supplement information on the internet

“The internet is useful but there must be people to talk to about these issues, especially regarding those people who are already in the workplace and are finding it difficult to access education/counselling services”

Delegate, London event

More employer involvement 

More involvement by employers in IAG was deemed to be necessary to increase the quality and relevance of provision, because employers have greater experience and knowledge of their sectors. Ideally employers would increase and build on existing practices, such as:
· Giving talks in schools

· Offering work placements to young people

· Providing placements to teachers to help them understand their industry

There were few suggestions made about the possible incentives for employers that could be used to encourage greater participation in IAG provision. The possibilities mentioned were:
· Financial incentives, for example tax breaks or subsidies, to help cover the costs of engagement.

· Opportunities for corporate social responsibility activities could also be encouraged, for example allowing employees paid time off for mentoring young people

· Rationalising the sources of information and advice about what employers  could – and should – do

· SSCs could bring together information and provide IAG for certain sectors

 “Everybody felt there was a very strong role for employers in helping to advise young people in terms of the different career pathways into different sectors and different industries and also in terms of the quality and relevance of the learning on offer”

Table feedback, Manchester event

Emerging issues

· Some universities/HEIs may find it easier to engage with both alumni and employers than others. It was suggested that “some employers forge strong relationships with ‘good universities’ and effectively blacklist others”

· “Competitive funding is incompatible with impartial careers advice”, for example schools with Sixth Forms have an incentive for pupils to stay there

· Health and safety legislation and requirements for Criminal Records checks can make it difficult for employers to offer opportunities, particularly for school-age children.

4.1.2. Is there a case for incentivising students to study STEM subjects? (Q2a). Is there a case for providing incentives to universities/employers to encourage more to study STEM subjects? (Q2c)
Summary

It was strongly felt that there is a case for incentivising both students (to study STEM subjects) and HEIs (to provide STEM courses). Improving the image of STEM disciplines through information and teaching in schools was also felt to be key to encouraging students to pursue courses and careers in the field. It was felt that employers in particular should encourage the study of STEM subjects, but little mention was made of whether they should be incentivised (rather than merely encouraged) to do this. One delegate commented that ultimately incentives are required because at present graduates are unable to meet employers’ needs.

Students require incentives to study STEM subjects because the courses are perceived to be hard and suffer from a poor public image. Fear of debt make some students reluctant to enrol on courses which are longer or less easily combined with part-time work.  Incentives, however, should not only be financial, and instead be one aspect of a wider strategy to raise STEM subjects’ profiles, for example through inspirational teaching in schools and increasing awareness of STEM careers. 

Key themes 
Financial incentives for students who opt for STEM subjects

STEM subjects are perceived to be hard, both at school/college and in HE. They are less attractive to students because of the work involved and fears of lower grades, which impact on HE and career prospects. Due to high amounts of contact time (for example lab work), STEM subjects are less easily combined with part-time work than arts subjects, which may act as a disincentive for those who fear the debt burden associated with university. 

Financial incentives suggested were:

· Fee waivers and loans for STEM students. These should be extended to those studying part-time or retraining. STEM subjects could be given a higher weighting in UCAS points

· Extension of funding to part time students and those wishing to retrain in STEM subjects, in addition to first time undergraduates

· Industry scholarship schemes to help fund HE

 “Student debt is going to be a major put off for students so sponsorship from major employers is needed to encourage the future workforce in this sector.  The benefits of harbouring talent must be made obvious to employers and this can only come from cooperation between HEIs and employers” 

                                                                                Delegate, London event
Improving the image of STEM

STEM subjects were felt to be less attractive to students because they are not seen to be ‘sexy’, ‘cool’, or valued by society. The image is particularly off-putting to women:

· Students should be made more aware of the range of careers (and earning potential) that STEM disciplines offer them. This could also help retain graduates in STEM industries

· Parents should be targeted as a potential influence on their children’s subject choices

· “There should be a recognition in the system through UCAS that should give higher weighting to STEM A level achievement”

· “We need to create…hunger and aspiration in young people for these professions – they need to be cool.”

· STEM employers should work with both schools and universities to raise the profile and improve the image of STEM careers

“When you study STEM subjects you do not see people with your degree in the field and see what they are doing.  You should be able to see what and how people with STEM subjects have chosen careers”

Delegate, London event
Inspirational teaching in schools

Inspirational teaching in schools that relates STEM subjects to real life applications and careers was felt to be essential to encourage the study of STEM subjects from an early age. Some felt that financial incentives could not compensate for real enthusiasm for a subject, and could come too late or not be sufficiently appealing to students with no real interest in the subject:
· An A level in a numerical subject could be made compulsory

· Teach First could be expanded and subsidised to make it more attractive

· Make triple science more widely available in schools

· “We need really good teachers in STEM subjects. They must be highly trained and enthusiastic”

“We need more innovation in the curriculum. STEM subjects can be seen as boring - we need more applied teaching.  
Delegate, Manchester event
Financial incentives for universities

There was some agreement that there is a case for providing universities with financial incentives because STEM courses are expensive to run and do not attract enough students to cover the costs. At present, the extra cost of courses often swallows up any additional funding, yet since STEM technology changes rapidly there is an imperative that equipment is kept up to date.

Employers should work to improve impressions and understanding of their industries

There was little comment on the case for providing incentives to employers: only one delegate mentioned that tax incentives and/or wage subsidies could be used. Nevertheless it was felt that employers should be more involved through providing role models and partnering with HEIs to improve the image and understanding of their industries, thus making them more appealing to students.

· STEM employers should raise awareness of the range of careers (and earning potential) available. This could also help retain graduates in STEM industries

· Employers should work with HEIs to create clear pathways into STEM careers

· Employers should ensure the jobs they offer graduates are interesting and rewarding enough to encourage them to stay

“Engage employers to come in and demonstrate it, not just teach it as an abstract subject, and reshape academic disciplines to make it real and not just a subject”

Delegate, London event
Emerging issues

· More graduates does not necessarily lead to more employees in STEM sectors, as many leave for highly paid City jobs. Retention should therefore be addressed. There is also an implicit question over funding – should funding be provided to students who do not remain in the industry

· On the other hand, the prospect of high (City) salaries may attract some students to the subject at university, perhaps making courses more viable

· One delegate challenged whether financial incentives were actually useful, since they do not seem to have the desired impact in this area  

· Some questioned the need for any new initiatives as there is already much good practice in place

4.1.3. How can employers be supported and facilitated to better articulate skills needs? (Q4). What other partners need to be involved? (i.e. what should the SSCs, RDAs, small business membership organisations be doing?)

Summary

Employers could articulate their skills needs better by working collaboratively and voicing their views through one main channel, rather than the fragmented networks as currently happens. Representative organisations were seen to be key in helping collective articulation, although there was disagreement over which organisations are best placed to do this. Many responses, pre-empting the next question, focused more on how skills needs could be communicated to and effectively met by HEIs, than on articulation. The question was interpreted as meaning articulation generally, or to HEIs, rather than to students.

Key Points

One key channel helps employers’ articulation

The multiple networks that exist at present make it difficult for employers to know who to go to, but their demands can be strengthened through collective articulation. Views about the appropriate channel varied, with some feeling that professional bodies were more appropriate than SSCs (see issues).

Improved engagement between HEIs and employers

HEIs should improve the accessibility of mechanisms they have for liaising with employers, in order to facilitate the articulation of and response to skills requirements. This should aid the creation of courses that employers desire, for example, by including more appropriate skills in undergraduate courses. HEIs could also signpost their courses more clearly, so employers understand the skills gained from them. Recommendations of ways to improve engagement were:

· Contact points should be expanded and made more visible

· Curriculum development groups could be established, possibly as a forum for employers to articulate their needs

· Universities need to put more effort into ‘consumer relationship management’

· Jargon should not be used in communications

· Some courses should be designed in partnership

· There should be more frequent communication between HEIs and employers, to help achieve mutual aims

· Employers or employer organisations could accredit HE courses to show they meet employers’ skills requirements

· Opportunities to make graduates more employable, such as work placements, could be jointly developed and built into the curriculum

· Foundation degrees in particular should be created with significant employer involvement

“There needs to be better and more frequent communication between employers and education providers.  They need to accommodate each other’s needs and work together to make sure they both get what they want.  Employers blame universities and colleges for the fact that they are not getting the types of graduates they want.  There is a lot of scope for collaboration”

Delegate, London event
“We thought what was really important was that you had these intermediaries actually embedded within HE, [who] had experience and close relationships within Higher Education and within employment.  We felt that those could be really effective in providing… a window for employers to come in and express their education and skills needs.  We thought that was particularly important for smaller industries, who often find it more difficult to engage with HE”

Table feedback, London event
The role for SSCs

At one event, SSCs were envisaged as the appropriate organisations to articulate employers’ needs to HEIs, but at present they may lack the resources to do this effectively. Nevertheless SSCs were believed to have a role in:

· Collating and disseminating industry-wide information
· Liaising with HEIs. SSCs should also work together to share good practice
· Helping employers understand skills required for their sector, for example through a website
· Providing articulation at a national level, as many graduates look nationally for work
· Translating what is on offer to the end user
· Accrediting programmes
· The North West Higher Level Skills Pathfinder was cited as a good example of SSCs and RDAs working in partnership
 “Key to this [creation of strategic partnerships] is how SSCs work and how they are used in this system.  They will need to facilitate that relationship and be “tooled up” to be able to deliver this.  That requires different thinking by all people in the system”

Table feedback, Manchester event
The role for professional bodies

At the London event, where there were a substantial number of delegates from professional bodies, the latter were perceived to be more important than SSCs in articulating employers’ needs to HEIs and bringing employers together.  This was felt to be because employers would find them easier to work with. In particular, professional organisations could:

· Bring employers together in their sector

· Inform employers about the skills necessary for the sector, and how/ where they can be acquired, including the Continuing Professional Development (CPD) opportunities

· Endorse courses and promote them to members

“We need to use the professional bodies to engage with their membership and promote higher education that has been agreed for the professional bodies”

Delegate, London event

SMEs could face particular difficulties

At one event there was a concern that SMEs could find it more difficult to effectively articulate their skills needs, so could benefit from further support. SMEs can also be less aware of the skills that would benefit them. SMEs should, therefore, be encouraged to work together through local business communities and Chambers of Commerce to understand and express their skills requirements.

Emerging issues

· There was disagreement over which organisations could bring employers together and articulate their needs most successfully. At the Manchester event it was strongly felt that SSCs have an important role to play in articulating employers’ needs to HEIs, whereas in London (where many of the delegates were from professional organisations) it was felt that professional organisations and Chambers of Commerce were the preferred organisations

· At one event it was felt that RDAs should facilitate more linking between graduates and employers, whereas at the other delegates felt that skills requirements should be communicated at a national level, and graduates often look nationally for work, so RDAs were not the most appropriate forum for the articulation of employers’ skills requirements 

· SSCs differ in their ability to work with HEIs, and with employers

· It was questioned whether better articulation would make an impact on HEIs as academic excellence and practical skills are not always seen to work well together, and universities, protective of their autonomy, could reject rigid guidelines from SSCs

· There is already much work being done in this area
4.1.4. How can HEIs/FECs be encouraged to better meet these skills needs?

Summary

Funding incentives for more vocational courses and more collaboration with employers were seen as the key ways of encouraging and meeting employers’ skills needs. However, it was also noted that there is already work taking place in these areas, and that in some cases the problem could be of skill recognition rather than acquisition.

Key Themes
More flexible funding

The funding system should be reorganised and made more flexible to encourage the provision of courses that are better able to meet employers’ requirements.  “You don’t really know what’s going to work until you’ve risked it and tried it.” In particular:

· Continue funding for universities and students while students are on work placements, so universities no longer have an incentive to discourage them

· Increase the funding available to part-time students

· Extend offers of funding for those wishing to retrain

· Allow funding to be used for short or ‘bite-sized’ courses

· At present universities are rewarded for research, not the relevance of the courses they teach. This could be changed to encourage more skills-oriented courses

· Funding for FECs also needs to be made more flexible, and they should perhaps be included in experimental partnerships

· Funding should be not be ‘stop-start’, to allow for more long term planning and development

“Exploratory development should be funded in the same way as we discovered Australia - we never quite knew it was there until they set out and they kind of bumped into it and carried on sailing round and round and then realised how big it was.  The real message of that is funding for development in new areas should not be tied to specific targets or specific strategic plans like Ukraine’s tractor needs in five years’ time… it should be on a more no-strings attached basis if you want to do new exciting things in novel and innovative areas”

Table feedback, Manchester event
More collaboration between HEIs and employers

By working together, HEIs and employers could develop courses more suited to meeting skills needs. HEIs need to improve the mechanisms by which employers can engage with them, but employers should also make more effort to work with HEIs and FECs. Suggested methods include:

· Developing courses in conjunction with employers

· Inviting employers to lecture in HEIs/FECs can raise the profile of employers in a university

· Using employers to verify vocational courses, as external examiners are used in academic ones

· Dedicated liaison officers to facilitate links between HEIs/FECs /employers
“Universities routinely deal with 40 or 50 professional bodies plus large numbers of Sector Skills Councils and others, and similarly the comment was made that many employers feel that they have to deal with a lot of organisations…there needs to be something which says who has the valid role in all of this in actually representing demands both ways in that sort of situation because there are a lot of intermediary organisations”

Table feedback, London event
Recognition of skills developed in existing courses

Students do develop (to some extent) the generic skills desired by employers whether through academic study, part-time work, or extra-curricular activities. Employers should acknowledge these skills, and HEIs could examine ways of formally recognising them, for example through learning records. Universities should also encourage students to develop these skills through existing channels, and make better use of existing facilities, like careers services. 

Meeting skills needs is not solely the responsibility of HEIs/FECs

 “Industry cannot expect oven ready chickens”. Concerns were expressed that employers are also responsible for developing a workforce with the skills they require, for example, through training programmes for new graduates. External (private) training providers already deliver courses more targeted towards employers’ specific needs, and should perhaps be included in a skills strategy. There was also some sentiment that HE is about preparing students for life, not just for employment. 

Emerging issues

· There was some doubt expressed over whether it should be the role of HE to meet skills needs to this extent
· There are large variations in culture and current activity between HEIs

· Students may be reluctant to undertake work placements (for example) that extend the overall length of their courses without additional funding because many already have high debts when they leave

4.1.5. How can access to the workplace be improved? What support and incentives would help universities offer access? How could employers be encouraged to be involved?

Summary

To improve their access to the workplace, students need to highlight the experience they have, and be more pro-active in seeking opportunities, aided by more comprehensive information about these. As with other questions which sought to understand how HEIs could be engaged, funding was the most popular incentive. Employers could also be encouraged through improved funding, information and accessibility regarding work placements and involvement with HEIs.

Key themes

Articulate existing skills and seek opportunities to acquire further ones

Many students already gain experience of the workplace either through part-time work or placements. The skills they acquire through these do, however need to be more effectively communicated to employers: “A student who does the bookkeeping whilst at university is more employable and getting work experience.” Students should be more proactive in seeking opportunities for work experience, potentially motivated by a clearer communication of its benefits.

“Eighty per cent of students do part time work anyway, and to bring this into a holistic model and to enable students to recognise and articulate the skills that they’re gaining, maybe even to make that mandatory, rather than it being something everybody knows the majority of students do, but it’s sort of excluded, the poor relation” 

Table feedback, Manchester event

“Students should be encouraged to look for work placements themselves and that process is a key part of building employability skills.  They need to understand that they also need to manage their own careers and it’s not inculcated into them”

Delegate, London event
More accessible opportunities

The workplace would become more accessible if opportunities become more diverse. For example:

· More informal and small-scale placements, for example work shadowing

· Workplace simulation in HEIs as a substitute for work placements

· Funding for part-time students who wish to gain work experience while studying

· A centralised work placement service to bring together and increase awareness of available opportunities
Financial incentives for HEIs

· Increased funding for students on sandwich courses or  studying part time
· Funding and resources to enable provision of other work-based learning opportunities

More funding and accessibility for employers

· Funding for employers taking students on placement, for example tax breaks, and better information about the available funding
· Tax breaks for spending on the development of human resources
· Partnership offices within HEIs to facilitate involvement by employers
· IAG for employers, for example through a matching service, SSC brokerage or information on HEI’s websites, about how and why they should offer opportunities to students
· ”The National Apprenticeship Scheme matches apprenticeships to employers – why can’t it match HE modules to employees?” 
· Accreditation of courses by Professional Bodies or industry consortia
· Course titles made more pertinent to highlight their relevance
· More long term placements so employers can use them as a recruitment exercise
“It’s about IAG for companies and finding a scheme that they can run which works well for them – there are models to suit all types of company”

Delegate, Manchester event
“There is a disconnect because employers know that workplace learning is good but employers won’t do it because of the lack of a financial incentive…channel some of the money used by the universities to employers”

Delegate, Manchester event

Emerging issues

One delegate voiced doubt over whether employers should be more involved because their aim is to make money, not to educate.
4.2. Raising the skills of those in the workplace & Stimulating the demand for high level skills
4.2.1. What incentives for employers are required?

Summary

It was felt that employers need to see tangible benefits if they are to encourage and fund training in general for staff, although these need not be financial. Benefits include acknowledgement of the value of high level skills, recognition that training can encourage staff loyalty and ultimately value for money. Incentives for employers to use HEIs as providers focused on making courses more flexible to fit employers’ requirements.

Key Themes

Staff retention

Many employers fear that if they train staff they may not recoup the investment if the employee subsequently leaves the organisation. This perception needs to be countered, and the positive impact of training on staff loyalty highlighted. Some employers also need to be made more aware of the benefits of a more highly qualified staff. Golden handcuffs were suggested as a policy that could increase demand by ensuring that employers’ training costs are recouped.

“Employers ask what happens if I invest in that person and then the person leaves?  But what happens if they’re not trained and they stay?  Most people feel invested in and stay…but the perception is that they will go”

Delegate, London event

“A local family with five hotels wanted to do proper training because they were losing staff”

Delegate, Manchester event
Clear financial benefits

Since firms exist to make money, they need to know that investment in human capital (i.e. training) will generate a return for them, as is expected of other investments. This is particularly important in the present economic climate. Specific strategies mentioned were:
· Tax breaks to reflect the fact that firms now invest more in human, rather than physical, capital

· Funding available for qualifications above level four

· Funding for people over 25 wishing to study for a degree

· Funding for part-time courses

“Value has to be actively demonstrated in this area in order to convince employers that this is a viable approach”

Delegate, London event

More flexible course provision and delivery

At present HE courses tend to be suited to full time students based on campus. This will need to change if employers are to make greater use of HEIs to meet their training needs, and to break down perceived barriers between academia and work. Particular suggestions included:
· Funding for qualifications which are not studied full-time

· Portable qualifications where credits can be acquired over a longer time frame, delivered by various sources and recognised by multiple employers

· Flexible content which can meet employers needs more accurately

· Alternative delivery methods, such as distance learning or HEI lecturers going into the workplace

“Flexibility is essential in ensuring that funding streams can be adopted by university/employer partnerships to make it work”

Delegate, Manchester event

Better communication with employers

Employers could be encouraged to make better use of the courses provided by HEIs if they were better informed about their availability and benefits. Ways of doing this could include:

· A national database of opportunities and pathways for progression. 

· Certifying professional organisations or an equivalent of a ‘kite mark’ to show its suitability for employers

· HEIs could market their courses more effectively to employers, for example through partnership offices

“Perhaps there should be a kite mark to recognise employers who have good schemes – and that could help to develop good practice recognition and awards for companies with good training programmes”

Delegate, Manchester event
Build on existing practices and accredit training.

There are many existing training programmes and opportunities that currently go unrecognised, whereas they should be highlighted and built upon:

· Existing training programmes (which many employers currently have) should be accredited so their contribution to raising skill levels can be formally recognised

·  A scheme that highlighted employers’ commitment to investing in training, along the lines of the ‘Investors in People’ Award could also make a firm more attractive to potential employees, as could a league table of firms with good training programmes

· The post-1992 universities already have a system of prior learning accreditation, which should be expanded.  Whilst the importance of more widespread accreditation emerged as a common theme across the events, the majority also viewed improving links between employers and HEIs as essential.

Emerging issues

· Funding should be available to freelancers, as well as for employees (via employers)

· SMEs may require particular incentives, for example more flexible courses (because leave can be more difficult to arrange) or sharing schemes with larger employers

· At one event the benefit of financial incentives for employers was questioned, as they may not necessarily encourage more training, and instead simply reward those who provide it anyway

· One delegate also questioned whether public subsidies should be available for short term skills training

· There was doubt over whether HEIs were the appropriate institutions to deliver short term skills training, and whether employers would look to them to fulfil this need

· Portability might encourage employees to take qualifications, but it would make them less attractive to employers due to fears of staff retention

· The present economic downturn is likely to reduce the desire to invest in training, particularly from external providers

4.2.2. How can large and small organisations be encouraged to be involved?

Summary

There was consensus that SMEs may have an even more pressing need for short, flexible courses and collaborative programmes than larger organisations. Moreover, not only can it be more difficult for SMEs to allow employees time off for training due to their size, but they may also lack an employee responsible for staff development.  At one event the responses to this question focused more on strategies to encourage employers in general, with significant overlap with the previous question so the relevant comments have been included in that section.

Key Themes
More flexible courses

SMEs are often more specialised than larger firms, and it can be more difficult for them to allow employees time off for training. Thus, there was consensus that SMEs in particular could benefit from:

· Part-time courses
· Courses delivered though distance or virtual learning

· Shorter, more specialised courses that would make them more relevant to the specific needs of SMEs

“Higher education courses need to be more flexible so that employees of SMEs can work as well as study and the employers do not have to worry about losing their staff”

Delegate, London event

More collaboration

SME employers should work in partnership to help design courses to meet their mutual needs, as pooling demand would make courses more viable to develop and teach. At one event regional clusters were cited as a good method of doing this, since local firms may have similar needs. SSCs were believed by some to have an important role to facilitate collaboration within sectors (but note that perceptions of the worth of SSCs varied between sectors and regions).

 “SMEs need to engage with educational institutions and students as it offers a pool of recruitment.  They serve that locality and that community. They need to see it in terms of a community rather than just a company”

Delegate, London event
Target information specifically at SMEs

Information should be directly aimed at SMEs, explaining why they could benefit and how courses meet their requirements. This is particularly important for SMEs with low awareness of the opportunities for and benefits of staff training and development. HEIs and RDAs could hold information events/open days specifically for SMEs, to highlight that training can benefit their businesses. Lessons could be learnt from agricultural colleges, as they have experience in reaching out to small, family-run businesses.

“Marketing needs to be improved and…put in the language of SMEs”

Delegate, Manchester event

Encouragement by larger firms

It was felt that larger firms have a role in encouraging training in the smaller firms along their supply chains, for example by providing schemes for suppliers or contractors.

“The supply chain can be a powerful way to encourage smaller enterprises, especially when the length of contract is long enough”

Delegate, Manchester event

Large organisations

Few comments were made concerning encouraging larger organisations, perhaps indicating that larger organisations already tend to be more involved, and it is easier for them to do so – “harness the energy and enthusiasm of larger companies who champion the cause”. One delegate also suggested that larger firms should “be more transparent and show what they are looking for from graduates.”

Emerging issues

· Not all employers will have degrees or formal training themselves, and they may be sceptical of the benefits offered, particularly if delivered by HEIs

4.2.3. How can STEM employers specifically be encouraged to be involved? (Q12)

Summary

Responses to this question echoed what had already been said about attracting more graduates into STEM disciplines, i.e. providing more funding opportunities and raising the profile of the industry, and facilitating training for employees, for example distance/virtual learning programmes. 

Key Themes

Better communication with HEIs

As in other industries, STEM employers could be encouraged by better articulation of the benefits of engaging with education, the advantages of training, and the programmes in which employers could be involved.

Improved opportunities for students

It was felt that employers should provide more opportunities to students, to help draw them into STEM courses and careers. Examples of such opportunities were:

· Apprenticeships

· The Year in Industry programme

· Foundation degrees

· Sponsorship of students

· Internal schemes to ‘grow own’ talent

Emerging issues

· It was strongly felt that STEM employers through necessity were already more likely to be involved than those in other sectors

· Echoing the point made in the ‘More, and more employable graduates’ section, it was noted that involving employers with students and HEIs may not lead to a more highly skilled workforce if graduates leave the discipline for alternative careers

· As with training, it is ultimately business imperatives that drive involvement: if firms are able to see a clear business case for an action they are far more likely to undertake it

· A supply of able STEM graduates from overseas could act as a disincentive to funding UK students
4.2.4. How can employees be encouraged to participate (directly and through unions)?
Summary

Financial incentives, more accessible courses and better information about the available opportunities were the key themes that emerged from this question. Responses focused on how employees themselves could be encouraged, although employers’ responsibility for encouraging employees and permitting time off for training were also acknowledged. Perceptions of the role for unions were varied and attracted few comments.

Key Themes

Financial incentives

Financial incentives were seen by the majority to be an important way of encouraging employees to undertake training. It was noted that funding can be particularly important for employees who already have student debts. One table expressed the belief that mentoring was as important as financial support. In common with other questions the suggestions made were:

· Grant or loans for part-time study

· Funding for evening classes 

· Funding for retraining

· Tax breaks for employees undertaking training

“The EMA is an incentive for students to stay on in school.  Perhaps there could be a similar incentive for employees?”

Delegate, London event

There was disagreement whether higher salaries did result from more qualifications and whether communication of the link between skills and salary could provide a sufficient incentive to undertake further training.
More flexible courses and credit transfer

Making it easier for employees to fit learning around their other commitments was felt to be an incentive as important as funding:

· Courses could be shorter

· Better use could be made of blended/virtual/distance learning

· Credits should be transferable between courses and institutions, and recognised by all employers

· Courses should be universally recognised by employers

· Employers could give employees an ‘entitlement to train’

“The credit transfer system has to work for employees so if they gain a qualification they need to be able to get credit so that they can change careers, take it along with them and not lose it and waste the time they spent on it”

Delegate, London event

Improved careers/IAG service for adults

A more comprehensive careers service for adults/employees was cited as frequently as financial incentives in the responses to this question at one event, but not mentioned at the other. The ideal service would provide information about courses employees could follow, in addition to advising about pathways for career progression. Suggested methods of delivering the service were:

· An expanded and enhanced Jobcentre Plus network

· The proposed Adult Advancement and Careers Service

· Ongoing access to HEI’s careers services for alumni

“There should be a careers centre such as Jobcentre Plus on all high streets.  They should not only help with job placement, but give IAG regarding CPD to all employees”

Delegate, London event
Motivation

Increasing employees’ motivation to learn was also perceived to be necessary. This could be done by highlighting the benefits, i.e. the likelihood of improved job satisfaction and career prospects to employees. Since training requires personal motivation, employees require the desire to ‘do it for themselves’. Employers also have a role in encouraging a culture of learning in their organisations.

“There are more benefits than just money – quality of life, and the experience of work itself.  These are harder to sell to employees, but they’re still really important.  There has to be some drive from the individual to want to improve and develop – studying outside work takes a lot of motivation - investing in themselves.  The Government can’t give that to individuals – they have to want to do it for themselves”

Delegate, Manchester event
Emerging issues

· How does this relate to the self-employed? The consultation seems to neglect this group, despite their growing numbers
· Those with a first degree are more likely to understand the benefits of further training, so the communication of the benefits to non-graduates may need to be strengthened
· Older people may require specific encouragement as their experience of formal education is usually more distant, creating a larger barrier to their return. Courses assessed by exams could be a particular disincentive for this group

· Some doubt was expressed at one event that more training was really better for all employees, and whether there would be benefits (financial and job opportunities) if everyone was more highly skilled

· There was also some uncertainty over how employees would accrue the benefits of higher skills: should employers automatically recognise this or should employees be responsible for seeking promotion or new roles?

· There was no clear consensus on the role of the unions at encouraging participation. It was suggested that unions may be more relevant for lower level skills, and Professional Bodies more appropriate for higher level ones. Unions were also felt to have a role in assessing and meeting business needs, in addition to personal/workforce improvement

· It was noted that not all firms or industries are unionised, which limits the potential reach and scope for Union Learning Representatives. Small firms in particular tend not to be unionised

· Some employees might not want their employers to know that they are taking a course because of the perception that employers worry that trained employees will leave

4.3. MAKING IT HAPPEN

4.3.1. How can HEIs be encouraged to be more responsive to business and employee demand? (Q8)

Summary
In common with the dominant themes of this consultation, changes to funding arrangements and more collaboration with business were seen as crucial to encouraging HEIs to be more responsive to business and employee demand. Improved marketing by HEIs was seen to be important for promoting to businesses what they already offer, and encouraging more involvement.

Key Themes

Funding to encourage the development of courses more suited to business 

It was felt that current funding arrangements constrain the innovative development of courses more suited to employers. Funding could also be extended to courses more suited to employees.  Falling demographics may increase HEIs’ need to seek out alternative revenue streams by reducing undergraduate numbers. The promise of funding from employers (i.e. market forces) could act as an incentive in itself:

· Funding could be provided for the development costs of new types of courses and encourage risk taking

· HEFCE funding could be used to reward leading change

· FE funding should allow for the more flexible use of staff resources

· Partial or part-time courses should be eligible for funding

· More funding for strategically important subjects, e.g. STEM

· Links with business a criteria to receive funding

“It could become part of the funding criteria. In order to keep this funding, you have to work on this and work with employers. They should be required to say who they had been speaking to and to prove they had followed through with the work”

Delegate, London event
Collaboration between HEIs, businesses, and representative organisations

In order for HEIs to be more responsive to business demand they need to work more closely and proactively with businesses and listen to proposals generated by representative organisations. Partnerships should be active, with “strategically proactive language and attitudes.”  Suggested methods of inducing more collaboration were:

· Embedding learning facilitators from businesses in HEIs to help develop a business model appropriate to commercial needs

· Open days and advisory groups for employers

· Secondments to increase the flow of people between business and academia and help the sectors understand each other

· HEIs should publicise their existing links with businesses and the opportunities that they can offer

· HEIs should accredit in house training by employers

Activities proposed for other organisations were:

· Unions channeling requests from certain sectors to HEIs

· Local Authorities can evaluate the local or community demand for certain courses and work with HEIs to provide them

· Recruitment agencies could provide HEIs with up to date market intelligence so they can understand what employers need

“HEIs that find a niche training for employers, will gain more students – competitive advantage”

Delegate, London event
Guaranteed take up of courses

One barrier to HEIs being more responsive to business and employee demand was the fixed costs incurred in the initial setting up of courses, and fears that this might not be recouped. This problem could be more acute as courses became more specialised. One delegate cited an example of an HEI spending six months working with an employer towards training accreditation, before the employer changed its mind, implying that this negative experience could hinder further involvement. Nevertheless, contracts guaranteeing take up to reassure HEIs were proposed. These could be between the institution and the following:

· Large employers

· Trade unions

· Consortia of smaller employers

“The incentive is guaranteed income.  The employer has to buy into the course.  For the next few years, there will be students coming into the course.  This way universities will not have to worry about taking away courses after a few years because of a lack of interest”

Delegate, London event
“Participation with specific employers will make HEIs more likely to engage.  There is a demonstration of sustainability of a course if there are smaller companies that can attempt to get a consortium or groups together in order to do this properly”

Delegate, London event
Emerging issues

· Some HEIs are already very involved with businesses, such as Kingston University and Reading and Slough
· On the other hand there are some HEIs which would probably never aspire to establish such links
· Universities are also employers – are they included as they should be developing the skills of their employees?
· Not all HEIs would wish to be ‘more responsive to business and employee demand’
“There are some HE and FE institutions that are very flexible in adapting to meet customer needs and others could learn from them.  We have people working on a Sunday evening because that’s the best way to do it”

Delegate, Manchester event

4.3.2. What do they need to do to win more of the share of businesses’ current and future expenditure on higher skills training?
Summary

There was consensus at both events that to win a greater share of businesses expenditure, HEIs must be able to deliver what employers want, and when and where they want it. Meeting employers’ requirements is particularly important if businesses are to co-fund courses. Working with employers could help develop the flexible courses businesses require. Furthermore HEIs need to market their courses more effectively and accurately, if businesses are to turn to them more frequently as a provider of higher level skills training

Key Themes

More course flexibility

Content could be split into core and optional material to allow employees to focus on the most relevant aspects. Reduced or more flexible content would also allow employees (with work place commitments) to study more easily. Such courses could focus more directly on a particular skill:

· Short, executive programmes

· Skills-oriented programmes

“Formulate courses so they are more flexible – what is core material and what are short term options that can be bolted on?”

Delegate, London event

Improved communications

HEIs need to communicate the benefits of their courses more effectively to employers, perhaps with a unique selling point such as certified quality. A standard for HEIs could be developed for HEIs to show that courses are ‘employer-friendly’. It was also felt that universities (as private training providers currently are) need to be clearer about what they can provide, how quickly they can do it, and how much it will cost.

“Universities and colleges are not good at the whole sales and marketing pitch around this.  HEIs need to have continuous sales training and have got to get much more commercial about the methods by which they engage with employers, and need to employ people who are good at it”

Delegate, London event

It was also suggested that HEIs could open their facilities more to employers, as a way of breaking down perceived barriers and ‘drawing them in.’

“One [example] from the veterinary profession where universities provide free access to…professional practice suites for CPD activity, encourages people to come on campus, and that then gives opportunities to spread contact and mutual understanding”

Table feedback, London event

“Free access, particularly for more professionally oriented groups to library and information facilities, and again that gets people tied into the university and doesn’t necessarily generate cost in the process”

Table feedback, London event

Understand what the private sector offers and emulate it

It was felt that employers prefer to use private sector training providers rather than HEIs was because the former are able to be more responsive and provide a clearer indication of what they can provide, when and at what price. HEIs should seek to be as “quick and responsive and commercially focused” as the private sector.

“A private training provider will be much clearer on what they can provide and how quickly with a clear pricing”

Delegate, Manchester event
Emerging issues

· Many delegates commented that in some HEIs there is already a lot of work being done to win more business expenditure

· In some instances the barriers could be a lack of effective communication from HEIs, and thus low employer awareness of what they are able to offer

· HEIs tend to find it much harder to adapt to short term opportunities and are more constrained in what they can do than the private sector is 

4.3.3. How can key stakeholders be encouraged to work together to deliver this?

Summary

There was little consensus over which stakeholders should be encouraged, and how to do it. 

Key Themes

Coordination and encouragement by stakeholders/representative organisations

A variety of suggestions about potential strategies – some conflicting - included:

· A “cogent national strategy” needs to be developed, perhaps lead by BERR

· The UK Commission for Employment and Skills should have a strategic overview and take the lead

· SSCs should be made more responsible – and more accountable. They should be required to  consult with employers

· Unions could place pressure on their members and negotiate for training opportunities

· Professional organisations must be included

· Partnerships must be both horizontal and vertical to fully identify and address skills shortages

· Development of joint aims, targets or objectives which could only be achieved through collaborative working – these “sharpen the mind” and would force stakeholders to collaborate

· The creation of a position in HEIs and FECs “to deal directly on strategy development with SSCs”

· Common messages to get everyone “on board”

· Financial incentives because “the thing that draws stakeholders together is money. If there’s no money people fall away from it.”

· Regulatory incentives
Emerging issues

· In some regions/areas stakeholders are already working together and there are some networks in place. What is necessary is to understand how and why good models work well, and spread this good practice to other areas: new models are not required

· A small minority felt that there are too many stakeholders in the system and it would therefore benefit from rationalisation.

· Not all regional skills partnerships are equally effective.

· Bureaucracy may hinder stakeholders

· Cultural issues: “the whole philosophy of universities is academia, perhaps research, but not perhaps doing business.”

· Not everyone would welcome a more centralised approach: “ We do not want centralisation – we want to learn from one another and improve our practices”
4.3.4. What should SSCs and RDAs be doing? What needs to happen at a regional level? What is the best model for this?

Summary

This question attracted few responses, and there was regional disagreement over the role the RDAs should have.  At one event a strong and comprehensive role was envisaged for them, whereas at the other they were not perceived to be effective and more emphasis was placed on SSCs and professional organisations. There was no clear consensus on a model and instead suggested that there probably was no ‘one size fits all’ solution.

Key Themes

RDAs need more support and information

At the event which did envisage a role for RDAs it was felt that they could be aided by more support and improved market intelligence and understanding of HEIs and a national forum to share best practice.  Regional perspectives were seen to be important, although RDAs should also work more closely with SSCs and each other.

“For the RDAs, they need really up to date labour market intelligence and to be flexible so they can join up with the SSCs.  You need a regional perspective too, so it’s appropriate”

Delegate, Manchester event
SSCs need to be less insular

Apart from working with RDAs – which it was felt should be “standard practice” - the role of the SSCs generated only one comment, that they should look outward more and align their message more closely to that of the Government.

Emerging issues

· It is unlikely that there will be one solution or model that is always applicable.

· Particular individuals can be the key element.

· There can be variations within regions, so some actions may be more appropriate on a sub-regional level.

“In the end it appears to come down to individual personalities and personal contact.  Some people want to work together and some don’t, that’s the reality”

Delegate, London event
5. Summary of Consultation Responses

This part of the report summarises the responses to the formal consultation. Responses (via the web-site, email or on paper) were received from the following types of organisations:

	Type of organisation
	Number of email responses
	Number of  on-line responses

	Higher Education Institutes (HEIs)
	46
	32

	Further Education Colleges (FECs)
	2
	6

	Employers
	2
	2

	Employer, business or student organisations
	47
	30

	Government Departments or NDPBs
	27
	14

	Not stated
	29
	-

	Total
	153
	84


At the end of the consultation period, common themes were identified. The responses were grouped under these theme headings; where more than one point was made in a response it was grouped under more than one heading. This section summarises the key points made in relation to each question and gives some indication of the frequency of issues raised.  As this represents a summary, by definition, it distils down the information provided and, therefore, it is not a substitute for reading the actual responses. 

In reading this report care must be exercised in attributing significance to the numbers of reported responses. The latter have been provided to be indicative only given that this was not a quantitative consultation exercise.  It should also be borne in mind that not all organisations answered each question.  

Verbatim quotes have been included to illustrate points made.  Many examples of good practice were cited but for data protection reasons these are not being published at this stage. 

Question 1: What incentives would encourage employers to be more involved in providing careers information, advice and guidance (IAG) both before, and during university?
Summary

Over a third of respondents identified that employers would be encouraged to provide IAG if the Government demonstrated more clearly the cost and business benefits of doing so.

“Provision of careers information, advice and guidance (CIAG) has resource implications for employers and may account for the greater level of engagement amongst large employers.  Expecting all employers to do this for ‘the common good’ with an unquantifiable benefit to their own company/organisation is a challenge […] providing them with support and advice on what is appropriate for particular target audiences is important to maximize their return on investment”

Email response from an SSC 

“It has been demonstrated that an effective approach to employer engagement is demonstrating to employers the economic benefits of a skilled workforce.  Employers will not invest in CIAG that encourages employees to leave full-time (FT) employment for FT study or to study part-time and then leave for better jobs.  Employers are more likely to provide CIAG if they can see, preferably by example, the benefits of up-skilling their workforce and developing leaders and managers in-house”

Email response from an FE college
Approximately a quarter of responses (from across respondent types) identified financial (tax breaks or funding) or recruitment incentives (increased applications from young people in return for IAG) as the best way to increase employer engagement:

Most felt that employers will demand a financial “exchange” or justification of their time for providing such information.  This is especially true of SMEs, who may have less dedicated physical or financial resources available for engaging with young people in school or university.

Areas of agreement:

Most agreed employers cannot be relied upon to proactively seek out HEIs, FECs and schools on their own and provide IAG, or to understand how such institutions operate.  There is an important role for intermediary organisations here (e.g. Sector Skills Councils) in explaining to employers what IAG is, and how they can best contribute.

Areas of disagreement or new ideas:

Between 10 and 15 responses challenged whether it is appropriate for employers to offer IAG at all, owing to employers’ perceived partiality, resource limitations, or limited understanding of career paths available.  As one respondent commented, “[…] the presumption that employers should be involved in careers guidance is highly questionable”:

“In principle, we don’t see it as the role of the employer to provide careers IAG to students. We believe that this need would be better met by a joint education and industry-led careers service delivered in partnership between existing advisory services”

Email response from a Trade Association 

“Employers are probably less well placed and equipped to provide “advice” and “guidance” as such these more properly being the domain of careers professionals. They can more usefully be involved in providing information and work related learning opportunities on the basis of which students, with the aid of careers advisers, if required, can make decisions”

Email response from an HEI
As suggested above, respondents felt it was more appropriate for employers to offer work placements and experience instead of theoretical IAG, and for school career services or HEIs to continue to lead on the main IAG role.

Regional or agency variation:

No significant agency variations were detected; generally, respondents felt that employers cannot be expected to engage HEIs, FEs and schools independently, regardless of the respondents’ background.

Key Themes

Better financial incentives for employers

Financial incentives for employers to offer IAG are key.  It was suggested that Government should:

· Offer companies tax breaks or concessions in return for IAG

· Offer employers funding or expenses to cover staff time spent visiting schools or HEIs to offer careers advice

· Provide employers with financial estimates of how increased recruitment of graduates with higher skills could improve productivity

· Demonstrate to employers that IAG can expand the skills base of their staff.  For example, employees acting as student IAG mentors to help students develop valuable communication and leadership skills

Embedding work placements as ‘practical’ IAG

A significant number of responses questioned whether employers should offer information and advice to young people directly.  Instead, they should focus on continuing to develop work experience opportunities for young people, to:

· Balance the more theoretical IAG students received at school or HEIs

· Allow students to ‘test out’ IAG they have so far received from advisers

· Enable students to refine their initial career choices if unhappy as a result

· Respondents suggested the encouragement of greater employer use of Knowledge Transfer Partnerships, and the provision of more funding for SME businesses to offer work experience opportunities

Improving IAG links between HEIs / schools and alumni

It was felt that rather than cold calling employers to obtain IAG, HEIs and schools should approach their former alumni as a more accessible, regular source of IAG. Past alumni could offer students advice, either remotely or in person.  This offers a route into SME employers as well as larger milk round employers.  SME alumni may also benefit from increased graduate applications.  

Online and other flexible mechanisms to gather employer IAG

A significant number of respondents identified that limited time and resources are a major barrier to employers providing IAG in person to students. Online resources where employers can post IAG should be explored, such as:

· Social networking sites where students can ask employers questions

· Sector-specific, branded websites that a wide range of employers can use

· HEIs signposting students to sites, in addition to IAG offered in person

Some also raised the need for more flexible, creative mechanisms to ensure that employers have the time to provide IAG:

· Schools and HEIs visiting employers’ premises, rather than vice versa

· Evening and weekend activities to capitalise on employers’ availability

· Work shadowing or on the job learning (which require less employer input)
“What would increase the likelihood of their [employer] involvement still further would be some consideration of the other barriers to their participation: timing and location […] If they were able to become involved in evening or weekend events then this would increase likelihood of participation; similarly, if education/training providers could arrange for learners to visit the employers’ own premises, this is also likely to facilitate employer involvement, while at the same time allowing learners to see the work environment at first hand”

Email response from an HEI 
IAG co-ordinating role for Sector Skills Councils (SSCs)

As relationships between HEIs and employers can be unclear and confusing, a significant number of respondents identified that Sector Skills Councils should act as IAG co-ordinators or intermediaries between the two:

“The role of SSCs in disseminating information about their sector is crucial.  SSCs have access to excellent sectoral information, particularly labour market intelligence, which can be exploited by careers advisers” 

Email response from an SSC
“Sector Skills Councils (SSCs) are charged with responsibility for representing the views of employers and it seems to us that IAG should properly be routed through them”

Email response from an FE representative body
SSCs could liaise with sector-specific employers to obtain IAG, collate this and host it online through sector-specific websites.  
Question 2a: Given that subject choice at 14 and GCSE and A-level attainment are critical factors, is there a case for specific incentives to prospective students to take STEM subjects?
Summary
The majority of respondents agreed that STEM subjects are in need of an image makeover. The starting point was felt to be communicating the exciting opportunities offered by STEM subjects, encouraging STEM graduates into teaching and creating more contact between universities and secondary schools. 

Areas of agreement:

The majority of respondents agree that there is a vital need to address the shortage of specialised STEM teachers to provide enthusiastic and inspiring teaching from an early age. This will start with the improvement of maths teaching from a primary level as this is fundamental to an understanding of STEM subjects. It is likewise agreed that better links between HEIs and schools need to be forged. Some warned that the balance between attracting more new students and maintaining the integrity of STEM subjects needs careful attention. 

“In many instances the reluctance to engage with STEM lies with poor quality teaching which does not inspire;  focusing resources on more innovative and resourceful teaching methods may have a longer term and larger benefit than monetary incentives”

Email response from an SSC 
Areas of disagreement or new ideas:

10 email respondents and as many online respondents felt that incentives, particularly financial ones, for 16-18 year olds and indeed degree students to choose STEM subjects are a short-sighted solution. It is felt that they would damage impartial IAG in schools and do as much harm as good, increasing dropout levels and decreasing the quality of STEM graduates, adding fuel to the argument that universities are ‘dumbing down’. Incentives may also perpetuate the current trend of STEM graduates not pursuing STEM careers. ‘Golden hellos’ are simply not seen as a long term and sustainable answer. However, a similar number of respondents indicated they felt financial incentives may be a workable solution. 
“Paying 14 year olds to do particular subjects would clearly be unacceptable – what would they do with the money? How could schools manage the divisiveness that would arise from rewarding one group of students as against the rest?”                           Email response from an HEI 
Many respondents diagnosed a fear on the part of schools to encourage students towards STEM subjects as they are loath to set them up for failure and damage the schools standing in terms of league tables. Others thought that schools and colleges could get a funding premium conditional on how many students took up STEM subjects. An online respondent raised the issue of vocational versus academic study and suggested that those not of an academic ‘bent’ ought not to be forced to stay in a classroom environment. Respondents disagreed on the issue of whether STEM subjects are more difficult than arts and humanities subjects or if this is just a myth that needs to be dispelled.

Regional or agency variation:
· There is concern particularly from education providers that short term incentives will detract from nurturing authentic interest and enthusiasm in prospective STEM students. Many employers felt it was worth this risk in order to grow the number of work-ready STEM graduates, reflecting a fear that the economy is facing a shortage in this area
· There are in existence a number of successful schemes for encouraging take up of STEM study and careers., 

· One respondent representing universities indicated that removing the equivalent or lower qualification (ELQ) restriction on STEM-base subjects may encourage more adults to retrain

Key Themes
The following themes were identified:

Address the issues in STEM teaching

29 respondents spoke of a need for turning “dull”, “uninspired” teaching into “enthusiastic”, “innovative” delivery methods with exciting, practical methods from primary education onwards.

· More and more engaged teachers are needed. Continual Professional Development should be widely taken up; short intensive courses to keep STEM teachers abreast of industry developments and expand their knowledge base. Science Technology, and Engineering Placements (STEPS) should be rolled out to reach more teachers

· More applied and practical teaching methods, with better facilities, showing students from a young age how exciting STEM subjects are

· Incentives for STEM graduates to go into teaching
· Better science teachers must be found, with high degree results and the qualification to teach a specific subject- chemistry graduates to teach chemistry, for instance

Changing the image of STEM

17 respondents made reference to a ‘cultural indifference’ to science subjects. This was linked from uninspired teaching right through to a lack of champions and role models in the public eye. 

· Role models in STEM - the media and marketing have vital roles to play. TV shows like CSI seem to have bred an increase in up take of degrees with ‘forensic’ in the title

· Change the notion that science study leads to low paid and boring jobs when higher average earnings and better graduation destination figures are actually the case. Many respondents felt that this would be a prime motivator for students and their parents

· The DIUS careers website received praise - one respondent also suggested advertising work-related learning opportunities on social networking sites to widen the reach of the STEM message

· STEM subjects need to be taught/ marketed in a way that makes STEM careers relevant to everyday life using examples such as renewable energy, iPods, local examples of engineering

· Marketing of current good practice programmes

· Exhibitions, events and awards
“The media should also take responsibility by having more science technology coverage, stopping the ‘counter culture’ of being proud not to understand maths and science”

Email response from an HEI 
An applied form of IAG

A critical mass of respondents spoke of a lack of IAG for students on STEM disciplines and linked this to poor teaching and ignorance as to the exciting, well-paid career possibilities contingent on STEM study. 20 respondents felt that the best way to make these real to students was by improving direct contact between HEIs, employers and schools. Suggestions for improving IAG included:

· ‘Taster’ days, Easter and summer schools in STEM and bursaries for Vacation weeks at universities will increase the chances of students opting to take a STEM subject at degree level

· Computing and games clubs as a way of increasing interest in STEM and encouraging girls in particular toward STEM subjects

· HEI staff and post graduate students might visit schools from the later primary stage on to make the idea of STEM study more real and exciting. STEM employers also have a role to play here. Currently, students are already opting to reduce their science study from age 14. 

· Sharing of resources and facilities of universities with schools and of industry with universities to raise the profile of STEM amongst school-age students. 

“One organisation suggests that more outreach work needs to be done to encourage students to pursue STEM subjects in the long term. Existing pioneering work in the field of science communication by Higher Education Institutes could be adapted and rolled out more widely. ”
Email response from an HE body 
Financial incentives

Some respondents felt that financial incentives for students are a workable solution. There were a great number of suggestions as to what stage was the best one to apply incentives. The most popular was the suggestion of reducing university fees for STEM students; 11 respondents were in favour of this.  There were a number of variants suggested:
· An increase in Educational Maintenance Allowance for 16-18 year olds taking STEM subjects (this in particular was not universally popular)
· High achievers at GCSE offered financial incentives to take STEM subjects at A level
· Those who choose one STEM subject at A level to be targeted by bursary schemes as those who choose predominantly STEM subjects are likely to take them at degree level anyway

· More generous loans/bursaries for STEM students such as a national bursary/scholarship scheme for academic profiles of n+UCAS tariff points
· Reduced fees or even exemption from fees for STEM students
· Fees of STEM students to be written off over time if they enter skills shortage professions
Institutional change in secondary schools and beyond

Suggestions included:

· Take up of Triple Science at GCSE ought to be obligatory for those bright students achieving at Level 6 or above at Key Stage 3

· Obligatory take up of one STEM subject at A-level

· Enhanced UCAS points for STEM subjects

· A minimum of one STEM subject A level for HE entry

· Greater weight for STEM subjects in league tables

· Employment incentives such as automatic interviewing and short term placements for STEM jobs. Previously, nuclear and forensic science employers recruited school leavers with good A level results and sponsored them through university

Bridging the gap between STEM and other subjects

Many respondents pointed out that students have no concept of how STEM subjects have relevance in daily life and applied subjects.

· Diplomas were applauded because they will broaden the offer at secondary level to include subjects such as Engineering and make it possible to choose a STEM subject while still maintaining an arts or humanity subject as a minor, American-style
· Some feel that it is necessary to bring out the commonality between subjects such as Art/Design and Engineering so that students can, with additional work, make the conversion to a true STEM subject. ‘…links should be made with subjects in the vocational file which can have a STEM progression pathway, albeit with additional input.’  Examples include the anatomy and physiology studied by sports and beauty therapy students
· 2 respondents felt that the best way to give an overarching education encompassing the STEM subjects for all is in the Baccalaureate system
Question 2b: How could any incentives avoid simply reinforcing the decisions of people who would have chosen STEM subjects anyway?
Summary

60 respondents made no comments on this question; this was the lowest level of response for any of the consultation questions. The majority of respondents disagreed with the implication that reinforcing the decisions of people who would have chosen STEM anyway is necessarily a negative result. Others did not support the use of incentives at all. Support was expressed for assessing the effects of implemented incentives on student take-up, motivation and employment in the STEM area to check if it was value for money.

Areas of agreement:

The vast majority of respondents considered this issue to, by and large, be unavoidable. However, many respondents saw that any scheme that sees a rise in uptake for STEM subjects would be positive. Some questioned whether any reinforcement of students’ decisions would be undesirable. 27 respondents believed ‘to focus on this distinction would be misguided’’ as the upturn in STEM numbers is surely the true measure of success. There was concern that efforts to make this distinction would be ‘an imprecise science’, difficult to manage and divisive.

Areas of disagreement or new ideas:

Some HEIs did not see incentives as the answer, but instead advocated changes to the rules; the obligatory uptake of STEM subjects by students who continue their studies post-GCSE. A trade union suggested that sponsorship will not attract students simply seeking to reduce the costs of HE or those intending on a different career path after qualifying. It would appeal to those who are inclined to opt for STEM subjects but are fearful that it is a declining sector with poor employment prospects.

Regional or agency variation:

There was little discernible agency variation, with education providers and representative bodies alike agreeing that an increase in STEM graduates is what is key, with all encouragement viewed as a positive step. Several HEIs commented that a nationwide incentives programme will enable those HEIs who have their own incentives programmes to expand their provision. This will greatly increase the attraction of STEM subjects. 

Key Themes

The following themes were identified:

Reinforcement of students’ decisions is a good thing

27 respondents didn’t feel that it mattered if students attracted to STEM subjects from an authentic interest could or ought to be differentiated from candidates who are less sure about their choice.

“The problem is severe and encouragement of all is important…Reinforcing the decisions of those who are committed is important both to ensure the pipeline but also to encourage their peers to take STEM subjects.  Peer encouragement and even peer ‘pressure’ is an important driver”

Email response from an HEI
· Even those interested in choosing STEM are sometimes put off

· There is no reason why some candidates should be penalised over others and doing so would be, ‘complicated, controversial and divisive’

· Reinforcing the decisions of those who are committed encourages their peers to do so

“For many STEM courses expensive set books are prerequisites for each module, there can also be equipment costs and lab fees etc. In other words, even those who did not need a financial incentive to undertake a STEM undergraduate course deserve one because of the additional costs they have to bear as compared to students studying – say – the Humanities or Social Sciences”

Email response from an HEI 
How to target potential, uncommitted STEM students 

What the incentive is will be instrumental in who is attracted to STEM as a result. Rather than being concerned about preaching to the converted, many felt that DIUS should focus on who are the students qualified to take STEM subjects but opting not to and discover to what alternatives they are being attracted.

“There will be those attracted to STEM careers given their natural aptitudes.  However, there is a large pool of suitably qualified applicants who choose to take general business or social science qualifications rather than STEM subjects.  The situation is particularly acute in Engineering, Technology and the Physical Sciences”

Email response from a professional body 
· 14-19 Diplomas present a new opportunity to study STEM subjects. This is likely to attract some to STEM subjects that would otherwise not have studied them and is therefore unlikely to include a contingent of students whose decisions have simply been reinforced

· Incentivising less popular channels into STEM subjects, such as funding learning for employees of SMEs whilst they remained in the workplace, on a part-time and relatively flexible basis, would be a possibility. These individuals are less likely to be planning to study STEM subjects compared to those who have recently completed A-levels

· There was a particular movement for girls to be incentivised as they are underrepresented from GCSE STEM study through to related employment in industry

· Support experimentation with subjects by allowing/encouraging students to drop a GCSE in the way then can drop an AS level
· Provide incentives to students doing a mix of subjects across the “STEM/Humanities” divide
· Specific incentives should be targeted at comprehensive schools and less privileged areas, as a disproportionate number of STEM students are from private schools.  Students from comprehensive schools and under-privileged areas traditionally do less well in Science and Maths GCSE.  Through targeting these areas the number of students from different backgrounds to progress to post-16 STEM study will be maximised
There’s no way of knowing until a national incentives scheme is tried

Only time will tell if incentives will add numbers to the ordinary take up of STEM subjects and whether dropout rates and supply of graduates into STEM employment will be affected.

“There is clearly a risk that such measures will not change subject choice, but simply gold-plate it. However the only barometer for assessing this will be future statistical analysis of take-up and retention trends in this area”

Email response from Trade Association
· Schools and universities should evaluate the impact of incentives on the choice of subject at later stages in the curriculum

· Incentives could have a long term influence on students motivation

· Incentives might have the effect of increasing the ‘elite’ element of STEM study as being inaccessible and difficult. Non-financial incentives such as exciting guest speakers and future career and earning prospects may be more appropriate to avoid this overt streaming process

“Segregation, silos and boxes are not good enablers of creativity and enterprise”

Email response from an HEI 
Question 2c: More generally, is there a case for providing incentives to universities or employers to encourage more young people to study STEM and pursue careers in it?
Summary
Question 2c provoked a wide range of responses that reflected the concerns voiced in response to 2a and 2b and provided much more detail on the picture that STEM graduates are presented with on leaving university. The message overall pointed to a series of improvements that need to be made from primary education through to employer responsibilities. There doesn’t seem to be a case for saying that a single stage in engagement with STEM subjects is the only time when incentives are expedient; it is a story of engagement practically from cradle to grave. 

Areas of agreement:

Respondents largely agreed that STEM university enrolment figures are the most important priority. There is widespread concurrence among respondents that promotion of STEM subjects from a primary school level onwards is paramount in this. An extension of the National Ambassador/mentoring scheme, well-publicised scholarships and bursaries and paid work placement schemes were frequently emerging themes. There are many extant schemes for involving STEM employers in HEI courses that could be more widely implemented.

Areas of disagreement or new ideas:

One HE respondent built on the theme of demand for more funding for STEM university departments by saying that all proposals for waiving fees of STEM students were not possible as this would of course mean that STEM departments would be yet more financially starved. Other respondents seemed to assume that fee-related allowances would be made up for from areas of the public purse other than HE STEM funding.

Regional or agency variation:
One example was given of an HEI halting a programme designed to attract STEM students because it secured sufficient students i.e. the students it inspired opted for STEM, but not necessarily at that institution. A national scheme would have assessed success differently and prevented wasting of resources and initiative.

Key Themes
The following themes were identified:
The effort starts in primary schools

As became clear in responses to Questions 2a and 2b, it is believed that ‘the problem is much lower down the educational system’ than at university applications stage by which time it is too late to be adequately addressed. Pursuing a policy of incentivising HEIs and employers to encourage up take of STEM subjects is, ‘tackling the issue from the wrong end’’.

· Golden handshakes will only become the most suitable tool when a significant increase in the number of students proficient in STEM subjects has seen a healthy upturn

· An increase of STEM graduates is the best way to prevent the STEM-qualified university leavers being lured into unrelated professions and leaving STEM industries bereft. There should be enough recruits to go round

Bursaries, scholarships and placements

There are many examples of current successful schemes and they are popular with the majority of respondents. They are run by HEIs or by local government to promote student/employer contact. 

More funding for university STEM departments

· There was repeated call for STEM departments in university to be provided with modern, attractive, up to date, state of the art technology and facilities. This is seen as a means of attracting students in and making them excited about STEM and the career prospects associated with it. The typical work environment students often associate with STEM is dirty, uncomfortable and dangerous and this is a factor that informs the diversion of STEM graduates into business

· Colleges at a regional level have trouble engaging with employers directly due to a lack of funding. Resources are needed to provide the short courses that employers require for their current staff
STEM graduates that go into non-related careers

There is a strong lure into highly salaried jobs in the worlds of business and finance for STEM graduates. STEM employers need to raise their game to prevent the brightest and best being ‘leached away’.

· Big companies offer sponsorship or a partial financing package to students. With the advent of student debt, this is extremely enticing to students

· Tax breaks for STEM companies successfully attracting graduates were mentioned by several respondents as an option
A degree in a STEM subject is not the only route into a career in STEM

The consultation responses yielded a number of examples of STEM employer strategies for recruiting those without a STEM qualification at degree level. This also avoids the recruits having incurred student debts.
· There are schemes in existence that fulfil the need for educating STEM students to the necessary level while ensuring their throughput to STEM employment and investing the employer in overseeing these processes. These should be encouraged and rolled out

· Yet other bodies appeared unimpressed by the stress on getting STEM students onto full-time university courses when this is expensive and not necessarily what students themselves desire

· It is not necessary to have a degree to pursue many STEM-related careers. This should be considered

“Many of the students who are taking […] qualifications at level 4 have made a considered choice to find an alternative to university.  They are no less aspirational and they have a strong commitment to raising their skills and employability. The consultation’s constant emphasis on graduates undervalues their efforts and as importantly, in terms of the Government’s objectives, ignores a valuable model, recognised and valued by employers, for developing higher-level skills”

Email response from a professional body 

An emphasis on innovation

In mapping the educational offering in STEM onto the world of work that opens up afterward, many respondents felt that a more open mind and innovative attitude is appropriate.

· Science and engineering employers need to keep up with the sophisticated marketing techniques of financial institutions in order to promote graduate retention

· Entrepreneurial graduate startups should be an aim for STEM graduates. Advances in the field and opportunities are a much stronger incentive than financial ones
· New product offerings are the result of direct collaboration with employers. 

· Some respondents expressed bemusement at the narrow focus when promoting STEM subjects in the world of work, particularly with the recent economic growth surrounding the creative industries

“While supporting the STEM position we would want to see just as much drive, enthusiasm, incentivisation and funding investment put into the creative industries and their workforce development and intellectual properties. The boundaries are so much more blurred than these classifications…suggest - the career for a science graduate in an animation studio or film set or design house should be as much encouraged as business consultancies run by historians or opera singers advising pharmaceutical or telecoms giants on their strategic direction”

Email response from an HE representative body 
“STEM graduates are attracted away by high salaries in the business world, and very few science and engineering employers are keeping up with the sophisticated marketing techniques used by the financial organisations.  The engineering sector could be helped to change this perception - "Teach First" is an example of how clever marketing made an unpopular job very desirable”

Online response from an HEI 

Question 3: What support and incentives would help universities offer access to the workplace for all their students?

Summary
The consensus seems to be that actively finding work placements can only be done on a regional level but that some national system for funding assistance and advertising job opportunities would be expedient. Around 30 respondents agreed that individual universities ought to develop their own brokerage systems so that courses can include an accredited industry placement component. The majority of respondents felt that students assisting themselves through university by working should have a worthwhile experience as part of the workforce rather than simply being used as cheap help. 

Areas of agreement:

There is widespread faith in the use of work placements to increase the employability of students; often through providing them with a direct path into employment upon graduation.  There was also recognition of the current shortfall in work placement opportunities although students are increasingly obliged to work through their time at university because of student debt. Many respondents felt that some kind of national website advertising job vacancies for students would be a positive step and a way of enfranchising both the individual student and the individual employer (particularly SMEs) to get involved.

Areas of disagreement or new ideas:

Most respondents were enthusiastic about increased work placements as standard on university courses, but the point was also raised by one respondent that there is a danger that it will become “a day out to collect a ‘tick in a box’ with little content of any interest.” Students on work experience are different from other employees, they only become useful after a certain period of familiarisation with tasks and Health and Safety and so on. Particularly non-office based jobs require CRB and Health and Safety to be strictly observed. This bureaucracy discourages employers from taking students on. While the majority of respondents felt that universities need more funding to create a brokering service, others felt that directing funding towards employers is a better approach; either in the form of tax breaks when they take on work experience students or in the form of direct financial incentives to improve access.

Regional or agency variation:
FE provider respondents felt that it is important that FE providers are also able to access any incentives offered to further build work place opportunities. FECs often have excellent links with industry. An SSC respondent felt that there is a potential role for SSCs in the support of sector specific initiatives. For example, SSCs could bring together employers across the sector to create support materials “written by employers for employers”, which make it easier for smaller employers in particular to offer work experience.  

Key Themes
The following themes were identified:
On site work placement agencies at universities

29 respondents felt that universities need to create a dedicated post for a work placement provider/service. This would be part of an effort to professionalise student employment and create a quality control for the work that students undertake during term time and their summers. It was generally recognised that this process requires funding. 

· Finding work placements is time consuming, difficult and expensive. Universities need adequate funding and resources to engage with employers particularly SME employers for the purpose of sourcing and managing work placements for students

· Onsite employment of students by universities was suggested by between 2 and 5 respondents as a useful way of starting to address the question

· Another suggestion that came up several times was for a designated placements officer at universities who could provide the support necessary to students in work placements and act as a liaison with employers to reduce the bureaucratic and pastoral load

· The wide variety in the quality of service universities offer was a concern for some respondents.  A national attempt to decide whether work experience is, “bolt on” or part of the core mission of HEIs and thence to, “level the playing field” was greeted enthusiastically
“Many universities are cash-strapped and looking to rationalise posts which means it can be difficult to actively seek workplace placements or opportunities within existing resources especially where this is a new activity.  It may be necessary to consider targeted funding to facilitate this kind of activity in designed ‘Employer Engagement Co-ordinator’ posts.  These posts should be incentivised in such a way to encourage universities to have workplace provision for undergraduate and postgraduate students”

Email response from an HEI 

Refocus on sandwich courses

Many respondents agreed that sandwich courses remain the most effective way to give students accredited work experience and improve their employability and access to the workplace. 13 respondents supported them and/or encouraged a revival in a version of them. A few respondents urged alternatives to unwieldy year-long sandwich placements.

· Sandwich courses have suffered as a result of the introduction of university fees yet they remain the most effective way of providing structured, effective work experience

· While sandwich courses have remained consistently popular, numbers are leveling off and the Government perhaps ought to consider ways of financially easing the burden on students so that sandwich courses not only remain viable but are attractive. An example of this is the fact that students have to pay fees even for the year they are not attending university

· While short work placements are beneficial and welcomed, they are more resource-intensive to run and much more work for employers (particularly SMEs) than 12 month placements

· The structure of work experience needs clarifying: ‘Effective work placements are project-led, with a distinct piece of work allocated to the student.  This ensures that the student has a clear work programme and that the placement makes a contribution to the employer.’

· Accreditation for all work experience undertaken at universities is desired by several respondents

· Not all work experience is in the business and commerce sectors. Why are some courses designed with the work place so much in mind and others not at all? This particularly relates to the drop off in interest for STEM subjects

“To increase the offer of workplace experience, universities and businesses need to think beyond the traditional one-year sandwich placement (though this remains a core element for many programmes, such as business-related courses) and consider short, problem-solving placements, internships and volunteering, amongst other options”

Email response from an HEI
“Graphic design students work with real briefs and deal with real customers; trainee teachers are in normal classrooms of kids; nurses, osteopaths and chiropractors have their hands on real clients; and interestingly for them students looking at waste management get to deal with real slurry”

Email response from an HE representative body 
Incentivising employers and developing Knowledge Transfer Partnerships (KTPs) 

Funding employers to act as hosts for work placements was raised. KTPs and Knowledge Exchange were brought up by several respondents as having, “the potential to strengthen the link between academia and becoming professionally qualified.” Several respondents advocated their further development and a national scheme being brought in.

· Incentives for employers to create work experience placements were a recurrent theme in responses. There is a pattern that needs to be broken where more and more employers demand work experience when recruiting and yet offer few if any work placements as part of their ordinary operation

· A change of attitude is required on the part of employers, acknowledging that work placements are ‘adding value’ to what they do

· Regional databases of employers willing to offer work experience

“Universities would need to offer funding to small businesses taking students on placements or offer access to facilities and equipment in return for supporting students. Many specialist arts institutions, employ as teachers creative practitioners who are running successful businesses, but these practitioners would need additional support if students are to have access to substantial work related learning”

Email response from a national development body
Question 4: How can we help employers better articulate their needs for broad based employability skills?

Summary

Over a third of respondents commented that employers are already effective in understanding and articulating the broad-based employability skills they require.  Many respondents felt that employers understand what skills they need, and what competencies they want ideally from joining graduates.  

Instead, many replies argued that the biggest barrier is how these skill requirements are subsequently communicated to HEIs and FECs, and incorporated successfully into teaching course content.  The failure to achieve this communication can create a mismatch between employer expectations and the skills graduates possess when starting work:

“There is broad agreement on the skills required. The real issue is how best to help students and academics understand the importance of skills as well as academic knowledge and then to develop and articulate these skills in the language that employers use”

Email response from an HEI 

“Our view is that in many cases employers are already very good at articulating their need for broad based employability skills. This question could be turned around therefore, to read ‘how can we ensure that employers’ messages about their needs for broad based employability skills are listened to and acted upon’. This would then become an issue of ensuring adequate dialogue between employer representatives and curriculum designers”

Email response from a careers advisory body
Areas of agreement:

Proposed improvements to the communication of needs included:

· Sector Skills Councils communicating collective employer needs and preferred skill sets to HEI and FECs

· Sharing Sector Skills Agreements with HE and FE course providers

· Using National Occupational Standards to inform HEI and FEC planning

· Carrying out a national survey of employers to assess which skills new graduates are weak or deficient in, and sharing results with HEIs and FECs

Areas of disagreement or new ideas:

As identified, the majority of responses suggested that the communication of employers’ needs to HEIs and FECs, rather than employers articulating and understanding their own needs per se, is the more important issue here.  

Approximately 5 respondents argued that HEIs and FECs are receptive and open to the skills demanded by employers, but cannot always find sufficient physical, financial or time resources to provide suitable courses:  “[…] capacity to deliver 'employability skills' in the HE curriculum is, however, different for universities and colleges where the latter face more acute staffing and resourcing pressures to adequately prepare and support students”.

Contrary to the wider theme that employers should be surveyed to identify the employability skills they most want graduates to have, a small number of respondents warned that creating such “generic” job descriptions and broad competency lists (e.g. communication skills, initiative skills) may be difficult for HEIs and FECs to implement in practice.

Regional or agency variation:

Whilst HEIs were generally proud of how well they tailor their courses to meet employer expectations, some employers were critical of the relevance of academic courses to the everyday competencies required by the workplace.

Key Themes

Using Sector Skills Councils as intermediaries

SSCs were identified by the majority of respondents as a key mechanism for gathering and summarising employers’ preferred employability skills, and communicating these to HEIs and FEs:

“Most employers are very good at articulating their vocational priorities […] what is needed is the construction of credible forum within FE and HE for employers to express these needs and to meet technologically equipped educators who can translate those needs into academically and vocationally credible courses”

Email response from an HEI
Many respondents agreed SSCs should act as champions for their sector’s employability competencies. Suggestions included SSCs taking a lead on:

· Surveying employers in their sector, collating requirements into a single generic list or person specification, and sharing this with HEIs/FECs

· Sharing Sector Skills Agreements (SSAs) with HEI/FE curriculum designers; these agreements map out exactly what skills employers need their workforce to have and how these skills will be supplied

· Sharing National Occupational Standards (NOS) with HE/FE curriculum designers; like SSAs, these standards map out what ideal competencies different sectors require from their workforce

“Sector Skills Councils could capture this additional job specific data using generic job roles, and articulate the data to higher education using web-based workforce development competency frameworks for each occupational sector. This data could also be used by QAA to develop new higher education benchmark statements for relevant higher education qualifications, including foundation, bachelors and masters degrees”

“As a Sector Skills Council we feel our employers do articulate their needs clearly to us […] It is our responsibility to ensure that the needs of our employers are articulated to those working in the world of education, and to develop solutions to the skills issues they identify”

Email responses from an SSC
Direct HEI / FEC engagement with employers

Several HEIs observed that they have existing employer engagement strategies to ensure that business needs are understood when developing course content and graduate competencies.  Ideas to further encourage this included:

· HEIs/FECs developing high level strategy groups comprising of university managers and industry representatives to discuss and incorporate needs
· HEIs/FECs appointing visitor professors or fellows from industry to “help university staff develop their courses to better mirror industrial practice”
National survey of employer needs and graduate skills gaps

As well as identifying preferable skills, several respondents suggested a national survey to identify and understand where graduates are perceived to be deficient or lacking from an employer perspective:

· National survey of employers to identify which skills they feel graduates most commonly lack or experience difficulties adjusting to

· Surveying graduates 6 to 12 months after their graduation, to identify any workplace skills they feel their degree courses did not deliver
· Incorporating broad-based employability skills in HE / FE

In addition to the general requirement for better communication of skills, a number of responses identified specific methods for better incorporating workplace skills into existing academic courses:

· Involve employers in designing specific ‘work readiness’ modules that are assessed as part of a student’s overall qualification

· Ensure HEIs and FECs teach ‘soft skills’ modules that help students to develop interpersonal and informal skills to succeed in the workplace

· Ensure qualifications require students to explicitly demonstrate proven skills in problem solving, leadership and commercial awareness that can recommend them to future employers

Question 5: What more can we do to provide more graduates with the language skills and cultural awareness to thrive in a global marketplace?
Summary
The majority of respondents agreed that if British students are to become multilingual, they require foreign language tuition from primary education onwards and only this will increase the language skills of the workforce in the long term. Many universities are already running successful schemes for providing their students with the opportunity to work and study abroad via links with overseas businesses and universities. Given more financial support, they can only expand.

Areas of agreement:

There was a broad consensus that Britain has a shortage of multilingual graduates. Despite English being the lingua franca of business, European graduates are being chosen above their British peers in global company recruitment processes. Language learning has suffered as a result of non-mandatory up take beyond Key Stage 4.  It was felt that HE students need more encouragement to take up overseas opportunities; universities with schemes to send students abroad report success and high up take. Those without report some apathy on the part of students and the need for financial support to increase up take.

Areas of disagreement or new ideas:

Predictably, respondents had different ideas on how to go about improving cultural awareness. Some suggested that a short study experience abroad as a normal part of course work, in the manner of some American colleges, is a good idea. A few felt that short term placements do not serve to break down cultural barriers and only serve to enforce stereotypes.

Regional or agency variation:
Graduates need evidence that language skills are in demand from employers. There are different requirements in terms of language depending on where a graduate is based. For example, in the West Midlands one respondent claimed that data points to many other skills such as communication being in far greater demand than a second language. One HEI noted that numbers exchanging to Anglophone destinations are growing, and these experiences do raise cultural awareness, if not language proficiency.

Key Themes
The following themes were identified:
Language study from primary education onwards

As has been illustrated by the responses to 2a relating to attitudes to STEM subjects, the process must begin early and be sustained through to the workplace. Many ways of effecting this institutional change were suggested:

· Language study should not necessarily remain Eurocentric but focus on the language skills multicultural Britain already has, particularly in Eastern European and Asian languages. Children who speak a language other than English at home can be taught to nurture this as a skill which can be applied in an academic/ professional context in their futures

· Teaching style needs to be more exciting and involved

· Teach the right languages; several respondents advocated a step away from French to focus on Spanish, Russian and Chinese. IAG can be improved so that students are aware not only of the value of languages, but which languages in which subject areas are most beneficial

· Many respondents suggested there should be a requirement to continue a language to GCSE level

· Several respondents expressed the hope that more bite-size language learning could be implemented, where candidates can concentrate on getting a modicum of knowledge in a few different languages or are not expected to achieve a full qualification and can be rewarded for incremental learning.

Student and staff placements and exchange programmes

It is widely believed that the best way to enhance cross cultural understanding is by spending a prolonged period of time in a different country. Individual universities already have arrangements with overseas universities and these are often credit-bearing. Schemes of this kind should be encouraged and given additional funding.

· Several respondents mentioned that they would like to see more use of the British Council for increasing the opportunities for British students abroad.
Universities seeing languages/cultural studies as a value added skill

There were a number of suggestions by individual respondents for permanent institutional changes to raise the profile of language learning:

· Some suggested that HEIs should develop language skills alongside undergraduate courses for those who have dropped language options at school and are not pursuing language subjects at degree level

· There is some support for the introduction of new, obligatory components to university courses. One universitycalls theirs ‘international competencies’. Another small, specialist institution has integrated international/European activity into the curriculum

· Universities could look at combining more courses with a language

· The establishment of overseas campuses by some UK universities may offer the opportunity for staff and student exchange
Access to language study to those in employment

It was felt that implementing compulsory Key Stage 4 language learning will take too long, therefore support is also necessary for lifelong learning programmes emphasising progression routes into higher skills:

· Practical solutions could include workplace language training hours, linked to business need (as indeed is practiced by some business). 
Combining languages with STEM study

Several respondents made mention of STEM strategy in response to this question. The two disciplines were seen by some as seeming to be ‘in competition’ in the consultation. There is a traditional view that languages are difficult subjects (similar to perceptions of STEM). Therefore, some felt that it is unrealistic to expect students to graduate with skills in STEM subjects, languages and another subject that they may have chosen to learn.

“Is the question seeking all graduates to have language skills or are there two different types of individual, one where the graduate has less depth in STEM subjects but has language/managerial skills (and thus is a good project manager as they understand both domains) and the other where they focus on the application of STEM subjects to solve real world problems and therefore have more depth (and breadth) of STEM subjects? If the former, we have to accept that there will be less exposure to STEM subjects within a fixed length course”

Email response from a professional body
“However one should not forget that many young people take a GAP year and travel to remote and challenging places.  Clearly any conservatism about travelling develops later for these students.  Is there a possibility of developing GAP style STEM breaks?”

Email response from a professional body 
“It’s easier to get employees up to speed with a language than it is re-skill them to being a STEM expert – we need to concentrate on STEM”

Email response an employer
“Whilst there will be some need for individuals with multidisciplinary skills, there is little call for this in the field of industrial biotechnology.  It is more important that individuals have mastery of their own specific discipline.  However, this does not preclude the need for all individuals to have the skills, interest, vocabulary and curiosity to interact powerfully with other disciplines relevant to solving key problems.”

Email response from a Government Department
Question 6a: What further incentives are needed to stimulate and meet employer demand for high level skills?
Summary
The majority of incentives identified by respondents in this question were financial.  This included either: financial support for employers to cover the costs of training; financial support for employees to study part-time in addition to their jobs; financial support for HEIs and FECs to develop new forms of high level skills training; and demonstrating to employers the financial and economic benefits of undertaking high level skills training in the first place. 

The recurring barriers to stimulating greater demand identified were:

· Cost of funding HE and FE high level skills training for employees

· Inflexibility of high level courses currently provided by HEIs/FECs

· Lack of employer awareness of the benefits of high level skills for staff

· Difficulties of tailoring current HE/FE provision to business-specific areas

Overall, the key proposals for future activities identified by respondents were:

· HEIs/FECs offering more flexible, bite-sized, distance high skills learning

· Funding for HEIs/FECs to develop bespoke, business-focused courses

· Government providing financial subsidies for employers to train their staff

· Extending the focus of Train to Gain to increase Level 4 skills awareness

· Accrediting employers’ in-house training as an entry route to higher skills
Areas of agreement:

As identified above, a significant proportion of respondents agreed that HEIs/FECs need to be supported financially to develop more flexible and business-specific high skills provision, and employers need financial incentives to purchase such training:

“Cost and flexibility of content and access are the two main areas where change needs to be seen if employers are to have their demands met and especially if they are expected to pay for provision. Cost needs to be affordable in relation to scale, and the training needs to have a market value not a social responsibility one. This relates directly to flexibility, especially of content […] employers need to see delivery as relevant to their business/sector, otherwise why do it?”

Email response from an RDA
“Government policies in other countries have gone some way to encouraging employer investment in training through financial mechanisms.  For instance in the Netherlands, employers receive a 15% tax rebate for taking on trainees.  Similar tax rebates are given to employers taking on apprentices in France but they are also subject to a training levy that helps fund initial work-related training”

Email response from a research body
Respondents also felt that employers’ awareness of the positive impact and benefits of training their workforce to gain Level 4 also needs to improve.  Several respondents identified Foundation Degrees and Apprenticeships as an effective first step to help employees progress to higher skills learning.

Areas of disagreement or new ideas:

No respondents disagreed that incentives are needed.  A small number of responses questioned whether DIUS’ proposal that employers co-fund high level skills training for their workforce would be achievable or deliverable:

“In developing proposals to expand co-funding arrangements, Government must be realistic about the extent to which economic uncertainty affects employers’ decisions to invest in skills as well as the prospects of those employed in SMEs to engage in co-funded higher level learning. The Government’s intention to expand higher education through employer co-funded student places and reduce the unit of the public resource for these students could have unintended consequences”

Email response from a HE representative body
Regional or agency variation:
No significant regional variations were detected.  The majority of agencies agreed that HEIs and FECs’ ability to offer relevant high skills training was important. 

Key Themes

Funding to allow employers to participate, and to develop bespoke HEI and FE courses

Financial incentives identified to stimulate employer demand included:

· Tax breaks for employers who authorise high skills training for their staff

· Funding for employers to release staff for training courses

· Funding for HEIs / FEs to develop bespoke courses for employers

· Funding for HEIs / FEs to run flexible, short, relevant business courses

Increased funding for HEIs would allow them to develop a more attractive range of business-focused, employer-relevant courses:

“We are also keen to work with employers to deliver in-house, bespoke development that they require. However, under current regulations, courses which are provided solely for the employees of particular companies are not eligible for any HEFCE funding […] This definition of closed courses acts as a barrier to providing tailored provision to meet employer needs and to developing co-funded agreements with employers”

Email response from an HEI 
FE colleges especially should not be overlooked in provision of funding:

“Colleges have significant experience of meeting demand in this way, and would welcome the opportunity to access HEFCE funding for modules of qualifications to enable them to deliver part-time, flexible provision including bite-size delivery. This is currently only available to universities […].  Direct funding then, at a module level, for HE in FE would allow new solutions to employer demand to be quickly developed”

Email response from an FE representative body  
Flexible provision of high skills training by HEIs and FEs

The majority of respondents identified the need for a drive for more HEIs and FECs to offer flexible provision to encourage greater take-up and accommodation of training by busy businesses:

· Online e-learning modules to enable distance learning from home or work

· Provision of shorter, bite-size courses to encourage greater take-up

· Developing HE and FE business-specific modules that deliver a faster benefit to employers and address contemporary business issues

· Supporting HEIs/FECs to run a more flexible academic calendar, so business-specific courses could be run outside of term or at shorter notice

· HEI teaching being partly or wholly delivered on employers’ premises, as part of other “blended” learning approaches

This depends on close communication between HEIs/FECs and employers to understand not only what learning is required, but the best way in which it can be delivered:

Educating employers of the benefits of high level skill training

Over a fifth of respondents identified that employers are not yet convinced of the relevance or benefit of high skills training.  

Some felt that employers fear that providing high skills training will lead to: staff demanding higher salaries and promotion; increased risk of employees taking jobs elsewhere or negligible business gains for the organisation.  Ideas to address this include:

· Extending Train to Gain to promote high skills (Level 4) to employers, and providing businesses with case studies of how high skills can add value 

· Linked to this, undertaking a national campaign to promote the positive business impact that high skills training has for productivity and profitability

· Promoting Knowledge Transfer Partnerships (KTPs) to show employers the benefits that higher skilled graduates will offer their businesses

As one respondent commented:

“A national campaign is needed to raise awareness amongst employers about a) the positive and quantifiable impact of higher level skills on company profitability and sustainability, b) the extent of flexibility for access and participation in learning that is now possible, c) the impact of higher level skills on employee commitment and retention to businesses”

Email response from an HEI
Accreditation of employers’ in-house training programmes

Between 10 and 20 respondents identified that many employers run their own in-house training courses, but without formal recognition, it is difficult to assess how these are contributing to a higher skilled workforce.  

Accreditation of employer in-house courses by HEIs would allow employees to gain formal qualifications that can act as an entry route or vehicle to high level skills training.  This would also reduce the need for employers to purchase training from the private sector.  As one respondent commented:

“We would agree with moves towards HE accrediting in-house training with employers provided that there are appropriate funding arrangements and that independent quality assurance and/or external verification arrangements are in place”

Email response from a professional body
Question 6b: How can we best build on the contributions of further education colleges and providers and their links (in particular) to networks of small and medium sized enterprises?

Summary

This question was less well answered than others in the consultation.  The majority of respondents who did answer agreed that further education colleges traditionally had stronger links with local small and medium sized employers than universities, owing to their focus on largely vocational courses.  Ideas to further build upon this included:

· Increasing collaboration between FECs and HEIs so that those with lower level skills can progress from further education colleges to university

· Equipping and franchising more FECs to deliver HE-level qualifications on behalf of local universities

· Funding further education colleges to secure more summer internships and placements with SME employers for its vocational students

· Using Lifelong Learning Networks (LLNs) and other consortia to increase progression rates from further education to higher education

Areas of agreement:

The majority of respondents agreed that improving links between FECs and HEIs, and the ability of FECs to provide higher skills training, are important.

Areas of disagreement or new ideas:

One respondent suggested that the role of FE colleges in higher skills had not been sufficiently recognised in the DIUS proposals:

“There is a real concern that the consultation does not recognise more fundamentally the role of the FE sector in delivering higher level skills. The contribution of FE colleges and providers needs to be given a more central role. In some instances FE colleges will be best placed to deliver an enhanced higher level skills offer”

Email response from an NDPB
Regional or agency variation:

The majority of HEI responses to the question agreed there is a need for them to build better links and understanding with their local FE colleges.

Key Themes

Improving relationships and progression between FE and HE

Improved relationship working was the most prevalent theme in this question. As one HEI commented, “[…] it will be important to encourage FE colleges to link to their local university through formal partnerships or consortia to ensure progression opportunities are well articulated and promoted”.  This would allow:

· Employees to access a clearer progression route to higher skills, by first completing lower-skilled qualifications at their local FE college (e.g. Level 3), and then using these qualifications as a springboard to “progress” to higher skills training at their local university

· FE colleges and HEIs to develop shared, more comprehensive local employer networks using their combined knowledge and links, that could not be achieved ordinarily by either organisation

· FE colleges to share good practice with local universities on issues like employer engagement, involving employers in curriculum design, and identifying relevant work placements

Approximately a third of respondents identified that this improved relationship between FECs and HEIs could be facilitated by LLNs.  As a result, FE colleges can play a valuable “feeder” role to HEIs, acting as part of a “skills escalator” for the UK workforce:

“FE colleges and providers have a unique market position to be able to inspire young people to go forward into HE and resources should be brought to bear to support achieving this”

Email response from an SSC
“By increasing the collaboration between the HE and FE / training sectors […] it may be possible to deliver HE level training more flexibly, using FE and training providers as partners in the delivery network. Many FE colleges do already, of course, provide higher level courses and training, but it seems likely that their contribution could be enhanced”

Email response from a careers advisory body
Provision of higher skills training by FE colleges through Foundation Degrees and Advanced Apprenticeships

As identified above, a smaller number of respondents recognised that FE colleges could provide high skills training to students via:

· Wider provision and teaching of Foundation Degrees, as preparation for or delivery of Level 4 skills to learners

· Wider provision and teaching of Advanced Apprenticeships, that can better prepare learners for the expectations and skills sets required by employers

· Delivering accredited higher level skills training on behalf of HEIs

“There is no mention of Advanced Apprentices or to young people graduating from full-time vocational courses […]  Level 3 apprentices offer a potentially very important bridge between intermediate and higher level skills and provide a vital conduit through which FE and HE can engage with employers”
Email response from an HE body
A smaller number of respondents (e.g. between 10 and 15) suggested that, in order to provide these more sophisticated courses in greater numbers, FE colleges would require increased funding from Government.  This would allow the design and delivery of more “just-in-time” courses that meet genuine business needs.

Despite the enthusiasm for the “skills escalator” role that FECs could play, one respondent warned that, without further Government funding and investment, FEC resources may adversely affect the quality of provision available:

“A major problem […] is that many Colleges struggle to attract suitable staff because of terms and conditions and so their ability to meet the needs of employers is compromised. Existing staff are overloaded to the point that they find it difficult to develop new approaches with employers. There is now an excellent framework in place across the country which provides enhanced opportunities for accessing HE in FE Colleges but there are sometimes concerns about the quality that can be offered”

Email response from a regional body
Consolidating informal relationships between FE colleges and local SME employers

Whilst the majority of respondents agreed that many FE colleges already have strong links with local employers owing to the vocational nature of their courses, ideas identified to improve this included:

· Encouraging similar SME employers to form training “clusters”, in order to identify common higher skills they require from their employees

· Using this larger critical mass, clusters could then agree and commission training by FE colleges that would be more cost-efficient

· Providing increased funding to FE colleges to identify work placements for students with local SME employers during summer breaks, or as an assessed part of students’ overall qualifications

· Encouraging FE colleges to involve (a) individual or (b) clusters of SMEs in curriculum design and content

One respondent underlined that HEIs can also be effective in engaging SMEs directly in high levels skills training, as well as more traditional FEC routes.  

Question 6c: How well does the framework for high level skills support employer engagement?

Summary

Significantly, between 10 and 15 directly expressed their confusion over the focus of this question, and the nature of the “framework” being referred to:

· “It is not entirely clear in the document what this framework actually is”
· “We are unclear as to the nature of the framework”
· “It is difficult to identify what the ‘framework for higher level skills’ is from the consultation document”
· “Too wide and general a question to allow meaningful response”
· “Question implies an existing framework but the consultation document refers to a future framework of ‘aspirations, incentives and support’ rather than an existing one […]  not sure what is required here”

As a result, answers were mixed with no single dominant theme or message.  Approximately a fifth of respondents elected not to answer.  Overall, respondents agreed there are positive elements in the high skills framework that will help employers engage in higher skills.  These are:

· Encouraging development of demand-led HE provision to suit employer needs
· Supporting the formal accreditation of employers’ in-house training 

· Expanding the brokerage remit of Train to Gain to include Level 4 skills

· Encouraging the development of more flexible, part-time provision by FECs and HEIs that can be provided on employer sites and over a longer period

Weaknesses in the current framework were identified as follows:

· Limitations in funding remain a critical barrier in how quickly or effectively HEIs and FECs can establish employer or sector-specific qualifications, or how employers and employees can resource their training needs

· The unclear framework for credit accumulation and transfer still leaves employers confused as to the value and merit of employee qualifications, and as a result may be less inclined to commission high skills training

· The framework provides an insufficiently clear role for SSCs in engaging employers over high level skills

· Employers’ own understanding and education about what ‘high level skills’ are exactly remains poor; some respondents raised that employers are still unclear, and that the framework requires greater educational content

Areas of agreement:

As noted above, confusion over the exact focus of this question resulted in a broad range of responses.  Overall, the majority of respondents agreed that the Government’s framework is currently effective “as a statement of principles and standards” in encouraging HEIs and FECs to provide more tailored high skills provision to meet employer needs and competencies.  However, respondents expressed concerns over how deliverable this will be in practice:

“The framework is encouraging but it remains to be seen how well this support will be achieved if it is to remain consistent with the pressures on businesses”

Email response from a professional body 

“The framework represents and identifies the areas that need to be developed but is limited on examples of good practice and potential approaches.  There is also very limited information as to potential funding of these activities and also the economic impact of the agenda”

Email and online responses from a business engagement network 
Areas of disagreement or new ideas:

The most dominant criticism or perceived weakness of the framework was the restriction in funding available to HEIs, FECs, employers and employees to achieve the actual delivery and take-up of higher skills.

Regional or agency variation:

SSCs in particular raised concerns over their role in and contribution towards the framework.

Key Themes

Funding limitations and restrictions in high level skills provision

The most consistent theme was how HEFCE funding limitations and employers’ own resource limitations could prove to be restrictive:

· HEIs and FECs’ ability to create and run bespoke courses for employers

· SMEs’ ability to buy-in higher skills training (unless acting as ‘clusters’)

· Employees’ willingness to train and employers’ willingness to meet costs

· Whether estimates of how much training employers’ co-fund is achievable

“Many higher level skills fall under ‘non-prescribed HE’ and do not attract HEFCE funding.  With a squeeze of LSC funding available to support this area of provision more employers are finding they need to fully meet the costs of higher skills delivery […] Colleges cannot access HEFCE funding for one year equivalent programmes such as CertHE or smaller bite-sized provision that employers request”

Email response from an FE College
Educating employers on the purpose and language of the high level skills agenda, as well as putting in place support mechanisms

Although recognising the value of support infrastructure being put in place by Government, a number of respondents identified that the framework needs to improve its focus on educating employers about the high level skills agenda.  Some complained its technical focus and language may be off-putting to employers.  The framework should explain in plain language terminology:

· How high level skills translate to good workplace competencies
· The value of vocational and academic qualifications, which employers may be confused or unsure of currently
· How an investment in workforce development and higher skills training will result in better business productivity and success
“Experience […] has shown that employers and employees are largely confused about the range of higher skills that are available and the levels of flexibility that can be achieved to support access and participation. Communication of the framework to employers is essential as is a strategy to provide effective Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG) to employers and employees” 

Email response from an FE College 
“The qualification framework is confusing for employers to understand, with levels meaning different things to academics and employers.  The framework needs simplifying and communicating more effectively”

Email responses from an HE representative body  
Identifying a clearer role for Sector Skills Councils in framework

SSCs in particular raised that their own role in the framework – specifically, being responsible for driving up employer demand for higher skills and improving the responsiveness of HEIs and FECs – was lacking:

“SSCs are central to the Government’s strategy to increase employers’ investment in skills and employer engagement with the education system.  It would be helpful to reflect this more clearly in the framework”

Email response from an SSC
Question 7a: How can we best work with businesses and employers, Trade Unions and employees to encourage demand for high level skills?

Summary

Many respondents identified and commented upon the overlap between this question and questions 4 and 7b.  As a result, common ideas appeared across these three questions.  In specific relation to question 7(a), the most popular methods of encouraging demand identified were:

· Promoting the financial and business benefits of high skills training to employers and employees

· Encouraging Trade Unions to act as champions of workplace learning and facilitate employees’ access to training

· Extending brokerage services like Train to Gain to generate employer and employee demand for higher as well as lower level skills

· Providing employers with appropriate and easy-to-use signposting services on how and where they can access high skills training

Areas of agreement:

Approximately a half of respondents identified that Government actively convincing employers and employees of the benefits of undertaking high level skills training will be the best way of working with them initially.

Approximately a quarter of respondents identified that Trade Unions, and specifically Trade Union learning representatives, have an important role in encouraging employers to offer high skills training opportunities to their staff.  

Unions were identified as a useful intermediary between the Government’s skills agenda and an influencer of employer training commitments.

Areas of disagreement or new ideas:

Approximately 10 respondents disagreed that greater “demand” for high level skills is needed.  Instead, these respondents argued that demand is already present, but that employees and employers struggle to resource the cost of training, identify accessible training, or find appropriated, tailored courses:

 “Demand for high level skills is already present […] The issue is more around the language of higher level skills and education.  Institutions dealing with employers need to speak employer or industry language and not that of academia”

Email response from an FE College 
Approximately 10 respondents identified that professional bodies also needed to be involved by Government as a key partner in promoting high skills to businesses and individual employees.

Regional or agency variation:

No significant variation between agencies was detected.  Some professional bodies felt they had been overlooked in the DIUS proposals:

“Question 7(a) needs to be amended to include asking how DIUS can best work with professional bodies as well as employers, Trade Unions and employees to encourage demand for high level skills”

Email response from a professional body
Key Themes

Promoting the actual benefits of high skills to employers and staff

As identified above, many respondents identified that employers are keen to offer training, but are unsure of the precise benefits it will offer their businesses.  Promotional activities and materials by Government are still needed for employers to justify any investment in training, such as:

· Quantitative information on the potential increases in productivity or profit that a high skilled workforce can offer to companies; employers can then use this information to justify any spend on high skills training

· Case studies from individuals on how undertaking high skills training has helped them to further their career, employability and income

· Increasing Knowledge Transfer Partnerships (KTPs) to demonstrate the potential benefit that graduates will offer to businesses

As one respondent commented, Government can work best with employers by providing a clear business case for high skills training:

“Employers will not invest in skills through corporate social responsibility but as a carefully justified investment in their business.  The message is that investing in skills, maintenance of skills and retention of skilled people is the key to higher productivity, innovation and better management = more profitable businesses”.

Email response from an HEI 
One response found “there needs to be a strong PR campaign demonstrating the benefits for all in 'upskilling' the workforce and what the costs are”.

Embedding Trade Unions’ role as champions of workplace learning

Trade Unions were identified as an important “influencer” and “persuader” in encouraging employers to invest in high skills training.  In particular:

· Extending the existing role of Unionlearn, which provides advice to businesses on numeracy and literacy to also cover high level skills; Unionlearn has so far been successful in encouraging take up of Level 2 and 3 qualifications by employees, and could now also focus on Level 4
· Encouraging Trade Union learning representatives to take a forward role in communicating and promoting the benefits of the high level skills agenda to employers; TU learning representatives should act as official workplace ‘champions’ for the Government’s skills agenda.
As a result, Government must involve them as a key partner: “Trade unions must be regarded as equal partners in improving the skills of the workforce” (Email response from an FEC).
In addition, some respondents identified that learning from Trade Unions in the public sector should be shared with those in the private sector, who may have less developed union functions.  Approximately 5 respondents warned however that Trade Unions will have a less prominent presence in SME organisations, and may have less influence in these businesses as a result:

“Where unions are recognised and negotiate over training, employees are 23.9 per cent more likely to report having received some training. Conversely, where a trade union is not recognised, 22.87 per cent of management respondents reported that no time had been spent on training, compared to just 5.86 per cent with their union recognised counterparts”

Email response from a Trade Union body
Increasing the higher skills coverage of employer brokerage services

Linked to proposals on expanding the remit of Unionlearn, respondents identified that the focus of LSC’s Train to Gain initiative should be expanded to encourage employers to invest in higher (Level 4) as well as lower level skills (Levels 2 and 3).  This proposal was also identified in Question 6(a).
In addition, approximately 5 respondents also referred to the impending Adult Advancement and Careers Services as another method of driving up demand through education and signposting.  The role of this service needs to be included in DIUS proposals.  For example:

“The new adult advancement and careers service will be key to raising aspirations and providing individuals with the help they need to progress. Employers need to see the benefits of equipping a greater proportion of their workforce with higher level skills”

Email response from a careers advisory body
Offering financial and accreditation incentives to employers in return for providing high level skills training

As identified in other questions, a smaller number of respondents identified financial and accreditation incentives as effective in encouraging demand:

· Tax breaks for demonstrating investment in high skills training

· Linking the award of Investors in People (IiP) accreditation to employers who are committed to providing high level skills training

Question 7b: How can we encourage rapid implementation of an effective framework for credit accumulation and transfer?

Summary

This issue prompted a less clear response than other questions.  Few respondents identified specifically how an effective framework could be implemented more rapidly in their answers.

Instead, the majority of responses identified the general barriers that need to be overcome for a credit accumulation and transfer system to be implemented successfully in the UK.  These included:

· Ensuring students receive appropriate, transferable credit for FE vocational qualifications, and can transfer this credit in order to gain access and progress to further HE qualifications

· Encouraging universities to formally accredit employers’ in-house training schemes so employees can accumulate credit through workplace activity

· Ensuring that employees gain accreditation and credit for non-academic work-based learning, and also bite-size qualifications and awards

Areas of agreement:

Although answers varied in their precise focus and quality, the majority of respondents identified an effective framework for credit accumulation and transfer as a positive development that will:

· Increase progression of learners from lower skill (FE colleges) to higher skills training (HEIs) more easily and transparently

· Enable busy or full-time employees to build a portfolio of bite-size credits that can build to qualifications in the longer-term

· Support a better qualified workforce by formally recognising non-traditional but valid forms of training (work-based learning, in-house courses)

“A UK credit system where learners could accumulate learning credit and use it to progress their education and realise their full potential would encourage employers to invest more time and money into the process of employee personal and business driven development”

Email response from an SSC
“A framework for credit accumulation and transfer is important as a way of allowing those who have gained vocational qualifications or recognised in-house training to transfer relevant prior learning into credits toward higher education qualifications. Credit accumulation and transfer will also open up access to higher education by allowing courses to be studied as smaller modules across a number of years”

Email response from an employer body
Areas of disagreement or new ideas:

Between 5 and 10 respondents questioned whether a wider, more inclusive framework for credit accumulation would be easily understandable.  Instead, they posited that allocating credit for a wider range of training may confuse rather than help businesses and employees to understand the value of respective qualifications:

“The Government will have to assess whether employers actually value credit towards qualifications.  Possibly, employers will value whole qualifications rather than mere credits towards qualifications”

Email response from a Trade Association
“A proliferation of qualifications, rather than fewer, which could increase rather than decrease employer confusion about their value and relevance”

Email responses from a professional body
One Chamber of Commerce had some concerns about the DIUS proposal to increase provision of condensed two year honours degrees:

“Chamber members are against the concept of a two-year degree. Not only do they feel graduates are lacking in skills enough – before reducing the amount of time they study even more – but they also feel that two year degrees will not have the same parity of esteem as three and four year degrees […] a two year degree in English HE organisations will undoubtedly create an impression of lower standards in England compared to the rest of the UK and internationally, thus giving the impression England is less competitive”

Email response from an employer organisation 
In terms of rapid implementation, one respondent proposed that credit accumulation and transfer systems within individual sectors, rather than one national system, may be more achievable in the short-term.

Regional or agency variation:

A small number of HEIs argued that universities have been operating an effective credit accumulation and transfer system “for many years”, that recognises entry qualifications achieved outside of traditional qualifications.  

Others, such as one Sector Skills Council, argued however that “the inward protectionist approach of many universities will act against implementation” of such a framework.

Key Themes

Encouraging transfer of credit between vocational and academic learning providers

Approximately a quarter of respondents identified the importance of implementing a framework that compares and makes explicit the equivalent value of vocational qualifications against traditional degrees, to ensure that:

· Employers understand the relevant value of vocational qualifications

· Employees with lower skill and vocational qualifications can gain entry and progress to higher level qualifications, as part of a clear skills continuum 

· Employees can complete modules of agreed academic “value”, that can eventually build to entry level qualifications for HEIs

“To make the CAT (credit and accumulation transfer) framework relevant for many employers and sectors, the equivalences between academic and vocational qualifications need to be strengthened. This is particularly important at Level 3 in order to help apprentices and other vocational students progress to Foundation Degrees and beyond”

Email response from an HE body
Formally accrediting in-house training and other work-based learning provided by employers

Linked to the above point, approximately a fifth of respondents identified that employees may be receiving high quality training on-site, but that this may not be formally recognised by qualification bodies.  This means that employees are missing opportunities to “build” accredited qualifications that could increase their formally recognised skill levels.  Proposals included:

· Universities accrediting employers’ in-house training programmes

· Accrediting bite-size modules and practical work-based learning that employees can use to build qualifications in the longer-term

“It is equally important that achieving credit through work-based-learning and the accreditation of prior and experiential learning should be given the same status as gaining credit through attending a traditional classroom based module”

Email response from an HEI
Looking at learning on credit accumulation and transfer from and to other countries

In terms of how an effective framework could be implemented, several respondents identified that best practice could be learned from:

· South West High Skills Learning Pathfinder, which is currently piloting a credit system together with its respective Lifelong Learning Network

· Scotland’s recent implementation of a single credit and transfer system, the Scottish Credit Qualification Framework

One respondent identified the importance of checking that any new UK credit system will be consistent with European credit frameworks to ensure that employees’ qualifications will continue to have international as well as national value:

“It would help to have a single transparent system (consistent with the European system) […] The DIUS paper’s proposal for 2-year Bachelor degrees is inconsistent with the qualifications framework for the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) under the Bologna Process, which currently stipulates that Bachelor degrees should result from a minimum of three years study.  Given the UK's commitment to the EHEA, this would seem to be a retrograde step and could impact adversely on the international standing of UK Bachelor degrees”

Email response from an HEI
Question 8: Do we have the right incentives to encourage HEIs to be more responsive to business and employer demands?
Summary
Around 20 respondents agreed that funding to HEIs should be bolstered to shoulder the cost of new schemes. Many expressed faith in the practices and innovations of individual institutions. Approximately 10 respondents expressed approval of the recent change in HEFCE funding. However, roughly 10% of respondents felt that incentives were not the right approach. Overall, a scheme of multiple pilots seems to be what is considered necessary. Around 12 respondents felt that HEIs need an institutional change in attitude and that this is most likely on the basis of quantifiable case study results. 

“The incentives are achievable.  The focus should be on those HEIs that want to participate and are willing to collaborate with other HEIs/FECs and incentives should be geared towards collaborative partnerships.  However, funding to support the development of co-funded numbers and through initiatives such as HEIF should be made available to all deliverers of HE.  There is no one size fits all solution” 

Online response from an FE College
Areas of agreement:

In order to develop a full national strategy, it is widely felt that central funding needs to be judiciously applied to enable a fruitful dialogue between HEIs and employers. There are already highly successful innovations by some HE institutions in this area and these should be acknowledged. There is a lack of incentive for staff to participate in new curriculum development activities. Support is needed for the substantial fixed costs involved in setting up and developing new programmes for flexible forms of provision and their delivery.  Cost models for HEIs which protect them from the risks of collaborating with businesses were approved of by around 8 respondents.

Areas of disagreement or new ideas:

There was no consensus on whether the responsibility for reaching out rests solely with HEIs or is also a matter for employers, SSCs and trade bodies. Some wanted SSCs to act as the key intermediaries between universities and business. Others felt trade associations were better suited to this role in order to reward collaboration between university and industry. There was disagreement on whether central finance should be awarded to HEIs or employers to pump prime these relationships. This question elicited a suggestion of tax breaks from some. 

Regional or agency variation:
Employers tend to feel that HEIs should simply be answering the direct training requirements and recruitment needs of business for the benefit of the economy.  HEIs serve student choice rather than business needs; this is an entirely different market and some HEIs feel that squaring off the two in a changing economic climate is an unfair burden for them to take on alone.

HEIs feel that funding is needed to take a chance on developing trailblazing schemes. Co-funding is a difficult concept unless it is very well structured with distinctly defined benefits for both sides. There was no significant regional variation in the answers given.

Key Themes

The following themes were identified:

Risks and rewards of partnerships

There is some doubt on the part of employers who are not as yet engaged with HE that this relationship would be worthy of the effort involved. Furthermore there is some concern that co-funding schemes are high risk and could be unworkable in practice:

· In the initial stages of a pilot scheme where an HEI is fostering a relationship with an employer or business there is no guarantee that the relationship will turn into a strategic or a profitable one. Universities have experienced examples of large employers withdrawing funding at short notice.  The most graphic example being the recent funding problems of the NHS

· Without the incentive of a major project with clearly defined benefits for both sides, there is reluctance on the part of HE staff to put their energy and trust into working with employers and business

· SMEs in particular are difficult partners to access as HEIs usually require businesses to meet the full cost of the project while SMEs can ill afford to get involved. Yet SMEs are usually at the leading edge of new innovations and therefore a great match for collaborating with universities

· Cost sharing between HEIs and business is something that must be tested. This involves rather more risk for HEIs than for business. Any costing model should be flexible

There is some call for fostering and promoting innovation, in addition to more formal approaches.

“…in our experience some of the most effective and creative collaborations between SMEs and universities have come through more informal approaches where academics and SME staff work together collaboratively on projects of mutual interest or where company staff are based in university laboratories.  In this sort of approach there is much less focus on direct economic outputs i.e. generating IP, providing a return on investment and more on the act of collaborating itself.  Both academics and SME managers are keen to stretch technology and knowledge in a safe environment, to develop new knowledge and to have fun and be creative.  The challenge is how to provide this sort of environment.”
Email response from an HEI
Greater understanding of what universities can offer business and vice versa

This is often a matter of non-tangible benefits such as access to advanced equipment and facilities, platform technologies and topic experts and research. Where partnership with business is piloted, the financial side of what HEIs receive as a direct result is not the exclusive way of assessing success. A greater give and take needs to be considered than stark tailoring of business training needs in return for cash:

· HEIs themselves in many cases can offer facilities and expertise that many, particularly smaller, businesses cannot usually access

· It is increasingly the case that UK universities can no longer afford the collaborative research they used to do. Industry and business can often offer facilities that universities may not ordinarily be able to afford access to

· HEIs need to change their attitude that business must meet full costs of partnerships and also consider in-kind payments 

Challenging universities’ entrenched attitudes

Academic endeavour is often seen as completely separate to the practical workings of industry. It is often perceived as inferior to work in partnership with industry than in a pure academic context:

· Incentives and rewards for those academics that pursue industry-related research would be a positive step

· Publishing of academic papers is currently seen as the most visible marker of an academic’s professional activity while those that choose to collaborate with industry often necessarily publish less often. Excellence in employer engagement and business related activities also need to be given recognition in a similar way to excellence in research and ‘traditional’ teaching and learning are recognised and rewarded within the HE sector

·  CPD is seen by many as a positive

Universities need to offer flexible, tailored training to business

The business world neither thinks nor operates in academic years. HEIs must support employer demand for flexible, bite-size and not necessarily accredited programmes. 

· There is a risk that in an economic down-turn, employers would switch off their support for longer, accredited provision.  However, even in economic down-turn, employers are likely to sustain their support for bespoke, business driven, shorter courses, of high value to the employer.  Incentives for HE should cover the provision of such courses

· HEIs can consider innovations for intake that will favour up take by business, such as multiple intakes per year especially where programmes are part-time or work-based.  To aid flexibility, there may be a need for more sharing of course architecture across disciplines and year groups  

“In some cases private sector providers can more easily respond to changing business demand because they do not have the systems and staff constraints that publicly funded and QAA monitored universities have. Universities may therefore want to establish separate business units that operate partly outside these constraints, seconding staff as appropriate, operating a quality system that (like Community Colleges in their business responsive mode) relies on the market, a faster accreditation system and a funding and reporting approach that is more geared to the provision of bite sized learning. The Government, funding council and QAA will want to assist these developments.”
Email response from an HE body 
Question 9: What should be the key features of a model for regional and sectoral bodies to play a much greater role in solving local skills problems and linking HE institutions and businesses?

Summary

Approximately 12 respondents expressed approval for regional and sectoral bodies being demand-led. A nationally regulated network is desired with all stakeholders working together and minimum duplication of services. SSCs and RDAs should not lose their regional focus but ought to have the benefit of information that industry and HEIs have to offer nationwide through a system of knowledge transfer. Approximately 10 respondents requested that the model make use of recent and relevant Labour Market Information. 

“There needs to be clear progression of RDA and SSC linking to sector employers in the regions, and all RDAs should be linking to employers through their SSCs. This would better inform regional and sectoral development across the UK, with Regional Economic Strategies being business driven. To gain further input and development, there needs to be fit for purpose and targeted employer linking through large corporations and multi-nationals through to the supply chains and SMEs. This would provide a regional and national perspective of skills needs at higher levels, with a greater impact on RES and national science strategies in particular, where STEM related issues can be weak across some RDAs.”
Email response from an SSC
Areas of agreement:

At present SSCs are seen to vary greatly in scope and quality. HEFCE needs more freedom to be able to respond to regional solutions that may not fit into national targets and funding criteria.  As in most of the other responses, FECs are concerned that HEFCE will treat HEIs preferentially and not credit the significant role of FE in HE provision.

“A network of partners would need to be sufficiently permeable and non hierarchical so that the “many to many” relationships can be supported  - good ideas in one region can be adopted elsewhere but many need adjustment; national sectoral needs can be delivered in many areas, expertise from one region may need to be transferred across relatively artificial geographical lines. Our members span England and Wales and such models for problem solving must also seek to promote the common good of “UK plc”. It is not clear how this suits normal business competition and market frameworks / brands which are increasingly being adopted by HEIs.”
Email response from an HE representative body 
Areas of disagreement or new ideas:

Some respondents desired more of a role for Lifelong Learning Networks in brokering and mediating the competing and/or disconnected interests of HEIs and businesses. Several employers and representative bodies felt that trade associations should have the power that is being proposed for SSCs. This is linked to many respondents feeling strongly that an employer-led, rather than supply-led model is key.

““We do not believe that Sector Skills Councils should have a co-purchasing role in the expansion of employer co-funded places. This is a role that trade associations should assume. Trade associations genuinely represent the interests of employers in their sectors and their members voluntarily pay subscriptions to join them. Trade associations are best placed to identify employers’ skills needs and market them in their sectors.”
Email response from a trade association 
Regional or agency variation:

Employers and HEIs agree that there is a discrepancy in time frame between how long it takes to design and run a course (18 months to two years) and how quickly employers would like to see their needs acted upon. Large employers don’t see why they should subscribe to HEIs for training when they need the same training for their employees nationwide. 

Key Themes

The following themes were identified:

A national plan, a national focus

A transparent, national system of knowledge sharing is desired so that information is freely available for dissemination of best practice.

· A robust system of knowledge management and knowledge transfer will underpin the value of sectoral and regional bodies and help them to remain responsive bodies rather than planning agencies

· IT systems and technological advances can be used to create and maintain a regional, nationalised system which doesn’t waste resources and detract attention from the institutions and employers it serves

“Perhaps a more strategic and integrated approach to HEI employer engagement is required, for example in our region we expect to participate in a new collaboration of HEIs through a shared Knowledge Transfer Director.  However it is important that any model is sufficiently permeable and non hierarchical so that “many to many” relationships can be supported.”
Email response from an HEI
“Often RDAs focus on linking local businesses with local universities; the horizon needs to be broader to ensure the companies are exposed to the most relevant academic research throughout the country.”
Email response from an employer 

Streamlining of services

The direct relationship of HE and business should not be interrupted. Approximately 10 respondents said that a simple brokering system is what is necessary. There is some mistrust for diverting funding towards intermediary agencies:

· An employer-led service, oriented towards skill management

· A brokerage system with a defined point of contact to promote a non-confusing, uncomplicated dialogue between employers and HEIs

· LLNs may prove to be a vital strand in a system of communication; some are already working to establish relationships with RDAs and the resulting model is convincingly responsive and approachable to employers

· One respondent suggested encouragement for the involvement of senior academics such as Deans of Engineering on strategic regional committees
“There are a large number of agencies and initiatives in play at the moment, which can be highly confusing to the employer and the supplier.  A simple brokerage and supply system that straddled all levels and offered a single point of contact would suffice.”
Email response from an HEI
Question 10: How can we encourage Regional Development Agencies and SSCs to work together to solve local and sectoral skills needs?
Summary
A significant proportion of respondents expressed uncertainty about the respective role and remit of RDAs and SSCs and many feel that their activities are not sufficiently joined up. Some suggested that their funding should be conditional upon working together. Caring for regional needs within a national support network is a welcome objective, but the subject of solving skills needs remained largely unaddressed in responses. Fewer respondents answered this question than some of the others in the consultation.
Areas of agreement:

RDAs and SSCs need to find a symbiosis of action: “These two organisations should work in close partnership within a core remit to find joint solutions subject to a condition of funding” (from email response of representative organisation). Approximately 20 respondents urged for linkages and collaboration between RDAs, SSCs and HEIs to be improved. HE providers feel that SSCs and RDAs don’t adequately utilise universities’ capacity for knowledge exchange, CPD and innovation. Between 8 and 10 respondents spoke of a need to heed good practice and develop from there.

Areas of disagreement or new ideas:

It was pointed out by one HE provider respondent that SSCs and RDAs coming together to solve skills needs could have the effect of inhibiting innovation: the existence of these needs has the effect of stimulating growth and innovation. The proposed expansion into HE is seen by a couple of respondents as dubious when its progress so far has involved a lot of “’deadweight’ programmes – i.e. simply replacing existing programmes that employers were funding anyway.” 

Regional or agency variation:
RDAs and SSCs presently have a reputation among some HE institutions for being staffed by ‘low quality and ineffective staff’ with a high level of turnover making continuous engagement extremely difficult. A few respondents reported negative experiences of dealing with these bodies and one suggested, ‘It would help if some of these had more credibility (been there and done it, for example)’. This is perhaps backed up by one employer’s view that, ‘the regional debate is debilitating to a national business – unnecessary bureaucracy and layers of complexity.’ There is disagreement due to regional variation over what the strengths and capabilities of these bodies are; one respondent referred to this as ‘a subject that needs urgent evaluation’. HE providers are concerned that they are being left out of the decisions taken by SSCs/ RDAs when they have a lot to offer in terms of information and resources. Some felt that SSCs and RDAs are effective on a regional scale and need a national strategy, others felt that their national role was clear but that their regional activity requires definition. 

 “There needs to be more structured interchange between HEIs and the SSCs and RDAs – too often interactions are wholly dependent on ‘who knows who’ (and even ‘who likes who’).  For example, it should be a formal requirement for SSCs and RDAs to have HE representation on their boards; but the linkages need to extend far beyond this.”

Email response from an HEI
Key Themes

The following themes were identified:

The regional level is not the best place to solve local needs

· Many felt that the regional approach has both strengths and weaknesses.  It is strong in the context of a local delivery orchestrator or where there are very particular local skill needs. However, many felt that sector skills shortages require a national strategy

· There is a role here for the new Sector Skills Alliance to exchange information between RDAs and SSCs about needs

“We would see a role for a regional body to act as a facilitator of sub-regional delivery, with a regional oversight to ensure dissemination of good practice and co-ordination of sub-regions, but that role should not diminish the demand-led characteristics of a localised system. Within regional structures, RDAs consider strategic policy themes like skills as they refocus on economic development through their new responsibility for the Single Regional Strategy.  Their role would be to support the development of sub-regional strategies but, we would emphasise, not to determine skills strategy in their own right.  For example, it is at regional level that engagement with the Sector Skills Councils should happen – for example a discussion about the bio-pharmacy industry needs to embrace both Hertfordshire and Cambridge in the East – but advice based on that engagement needs to be directed sub-regionally, for sub-regional decision-making.”
Email response from an HEI
Common targets, common aims, no overlap

Roles and remits need clarifying. There is an existing impression that RDAs and SSCs exercise total individualism in their roles and finances and often ‘step on each other’s toes’. One HE respondent suggests, ‘stop giving each of them individual remits and separate pots of money and bring it all under a common framework’.
· Make collaboration a condition of funding through shared KPIs

· Where good practice exists, it should be shared. An example of this is regular contact through Skills Directors

“The functional relationship between these two sets of bodies could be problematic - one body works regionally within one set of KPIs (RDAs), the other (SSCs) work nationally within a discrete sector and with their own KPIs. Appropriate KPIs should be developed which would deliver the nationally desired outcome and not place the delivery of their own "core" KPIs in jeopardy.”
Email response from an HEI 
The role of FECs and SMEs

Several respondents wished for SSCs to increase links with local SMEs and to take into account the significant role of FECs in HE provision as part of the national picture:

· The corporate world has ways of nationally and indeed internationally guaranteeing quality of skills training, but SMEs are still largely untapped and if the SSCs can’t access them, those that aren’t in contact with FE colleges will remain so
· SSCs/RDAs do not engage with FE colleges in many regions - while these are often the institutions with the best links to industry- and therefore do not a have a full understanding of the higher level skills that the colleges deliver. RDAs and SSCs should be aware of and engage with all the providers of higher level skills in the region and not restrict dialogue to universities

“… many students pursuing HE in FE will live, work, study and remain in their local area.  For these students more than anyone else there must be a sense that their learning is part of a considered local planning process which is to their immediate personal benefit as well as that of their immediate community.  For this to happen, SSCs and RDAs must work more closely together, ideally through shared office space or shared staff in order to build good relationships between the organisations.  SSCs must have a strong regional presence if they are to shape lifelong learning in their sector in such a way as to promote regional prosperity. Collaborative bidding should be a condition of drawing down funding for regional or local skill development.”
Email response from an HEI
Question 11a: What further incentives are needed in universities e.g. through internal appraisals, promotions processes - to increase demand from academic staff for business secondments?

Summary
Respondents were in overwhelming agreement that the most important incentive to increase rates of HE staff secondment is the establishment of a recognised career progression for those that opt to do so. Between 60 and 70 respondents indicated that accrediting the efforts of academics’ to engage with the world of work and create a parity of esteem with traditional research activity is the way forward. Between 25 and 30 felt that specific funding means needs to be established. 
Areas of agreement:

For secondments to occur with any regularity, approximately 30 respondents agreed that a funding means must be established. There are three costs to cover in order to second staff, constituting a ‘triple whammy’ on present HEI funds: the individual’s wage, the costs of the secondment itself and the costs of a replacement teacher while they’re gone. This is particularly problematic for STEM subjects, which require more industry contact due to technological advance. Approximately 10 respondents agreed that systems need to be put in place for staff to report back on the benefits of their secondment to share their experience and encourage others to take up opportunities.

“We would query how promotion can be funded if it is mainly for secondment? Promotion depends on delivering value to the university and the higher education community at large not upon whether staff have recent experience of the work place. Is there a case for paying academic staff a premium funded by HEFCE?”
Email response from an HEI
“Some universities have reported that even to come to one-day events with employers can be difficult due to funding constraints (leading to lack of teaching cover).”
Email response from an SSC
Areas of disagreement or new ideas:

Two FE colleges felt that more and different incentives are not necessary as FE colleges manage to keep abreast with current industrial practice. They perceive that universities need to raise their game in order to be more responsive to business rather than perpetuating the present culture of teaching closed off from the outside world. Some respondents felt that academics don’t want to go out on secondment and indeed went into academia to remain outside the commercial world. There were a small minority that disagreed, arguing that HE promotion is for the purpose of delivering value to the university and HE community at large. Approximately 5 respondents wish for the model to include the opportunity for businesses to be seconded into HEIs. Informal secondments or sabbaticals for company staff and junior academics were also suggested. One representative organisation expressed concern that female academics would suffer as a result of expanding CPD requirements due to different expectations in the business world. ‘Women working part time and/or with caring responsibilities may find it harder to undertake professional development in industry than men, due to lack of flexible working practices in industry compared to that in HEIs.’

Regional or agency variation:

HE institutions were concerned that there is no evidence of a supply of places in business for academics to take up as well as identifying the problem of how to pay for replacement teachers while their staff are gone. Those HEIs that already have experience of seconding staff into business or of having representatives of business teaching alongside full time academics were in favour of staff sharing their experiences to create a network of innovation and shared knowledge. A couple of Lifelong Learning Networks were particularly in favour of secondments being linked to CPD, perhaps as part of CPD requirements. 

Key Themes

The following themes were identified:

Incentivising staff to take secondments

Approximately 20 respondents believe that CPD will enable greater alignment with the relevant sector and introduce up to date experience that would in turn promote greater learning and understanding on the requirements facing students upon graduation. 

· Universities must receive funding for staff secondments or else they are simply unaffordable due to lack of resources

· Universities must instate a promotion and recognition process for academic work done in business to give staff a reason to want to go on secondment

· Compulsory business secondments could be implemented as part of future recruitment requirements. It would be desirable to supplement voluntary arrangements for those already employed that require, for example, the need to spend a minimum given period within commerce. Suggested figures were 6 months in any 5 years and 2 months every 2-3 years

Flexibility and openness on the part of universities to get the best from secondments

One HE respondent stated the case for universities to be pragmatic in their operations, ‘to operate more like businesses, to be flexible and adaptable in their processes as well as responsive to market demands.’ Other versions of this call for universities to think on their feet included:

· The expansion of part time teaching staff: this group can share knowledge and innovation with permanent staff, creating a dynamic environment of knowledge exchange

· Fellowships for experts in industry and alumni

· Fitting in with varying schedules; secondments that are one day a week, occasional or short immersions rather than long, unbroken absences from the university

“There are plenty of secondment type activities taking place in universities (going out into the workplace, developing a closer understanding of the way in which a particular industry works etc) that are not formally described as such. For example the academic staff who support KTP students have time bought out for 0.5 days per week to enable them to go into the workplace to support their student. The students are all working on knowledge transfer activities in an industry and in order to provide them with proper support, the academic staff have to develop their knowledge and understanding of the particular business, leading to benefits both to the business and the academic.”
Email response from an HEI 
Other suggestions
Between 10 and 15 respondents mentioned the possibility of secondment activity leading to connecting and mentoring within (through KTPs) and across institutions.

· Business professorships were mentioned by 2-3 respondents as a way of recognising business as a subject worthy of academic investment and a way of drafting industry experts into HEIs

· A national database of good practice in employer engagement could be compiled to identify staff in universities who could be shadowed or could mentor other academics
· One HE respondent pointed to innovation in enterprise as a priority for both staff and students, encouraging the university’s ‘staff to pursue their own businesses as well as offering incubation space to staff and student start-ups...’
“Opportunities for engineering academics to undertake secondments to industry are essential to enable them to update their technical skills, understand the skills required by industry and build partnerships. However, this requires additional funding so that HE departments can, at a minimum cover the teaching time.”  

 Email response from an HE representative body

Question 11b: And how can we encourage movement in the other direction so that business people are increasingly contributing directly to course content, design and teaching?
Summary
Both HE providers and employers are concerned about dilution of their interests and LLN respondents expressed the opinion that the only way a reciprocal model can work is where there is an effective, reflexive relationship with clear goals. Approximately 20 respondents felt that employers need to have their awareness raised of the benefits of contributing to HE practice. As one employer put it, “even smaller companies are often willing to engage if approached in a way that puts clear boundaries on the commitment and makes it manageable.”
Areas of agreement:

There are many existing examples of good practice; about 5 respondents expressed support for Foundation Degrees where there is a high incidence of industrial collaboration on course content. Collaboration on course design is the first step in building a wider relationship of mutual esteem and effectiveness. 

Areas of disagreement or new ideas:

One representative organisation cautioned that one person employed in industry can’t simply speak on behalf of their whole profession and there is no guarantee that industry managers will have the most recent knowledge. One employer indicated that businesses are often put off by the attitude and vocabulary at HEIs and that a good way to “remove ‘HE-intimidation’” is by using “neutral ‘ground’, e.g. LLNs and HEA Subject Centres.”

“…wage differentials are such that business people of appropriate level and experience would be unlikely to want to move into teaching or research in public sector education and training institutions… parity of salaries between higher education and industry may prove tricky.”
Email response from an SSC 
Regional or agency variation:

Approximately 8 respondents, mostly HEIs, raised the concern of division of labour; in encouraging industry managers to come into education, it must be remembered that teaching and course design is a professional job that must be respected. Businesses share HEIs’ concerns about the costs of replacing their staff while they take time out at universities. Representative organisations are upbeat about examples of good practise currently operating.

Key Themes
The following themes were identified:

Heed current examples of good practice in this area

The desired reciprocal movement has already developed organically between certain institutions and local business. Approximately 40 respondents believed that good practice currently exists.
Engaging employers

Approximately 40 respondents believe that employers will only become involved in feeding course content when they are convinced that they will derive benefit from doing so. As one LLN respondent put it, “HEIs do not, by and large, provide free consultancy to business!” Suggestions from individual respondents on how to bring about a change of attitude in the short term are as follows:

· Emeritus professorships for industrialists

· Shorter-term secondments linked to proposed problem-solving projects

· Employers should join a university’s industrial liaison board and academics should become industrial board members

· Make full use of alumni lists, even if this may in the short term seem nepotistic

· Help SMEs in particular with costs

· Two-way staff exchanges

· Establish industrial advisory boards for more disciplines

· Cover the costs of this sort of engagement via ‘university and business interface’ scholarships

· Many business people do contribute to course content, design and delivery, but it is usually towards the end of their career, when they are winding down to retirement and wish to give something back. Perhaps this group could be targeted more

“This already happens in business schools - and some will do it free of charge and others charge considerable sums.  The motivations for doing this will vary enormously - some will see it as putting something back, or just enjoy doing it, others will want significant remuneration from it, viewing it as an income generator.”
Email response from an HEI 
“… a simple but effective way of maximising this trend would be through the subsidisation of education outreach programmes. Games developers urgently want to contribute to the work of universities but they need assistance in overcoming the inevitable cost constraints.”
Email response from a Trade Association 
Question 12: How can we do more to increase the level of STEM skills in the existing workforce?

Summary

Responses echoed responses from previous questions, reinforcing key themes of the consultation such as the importance of initiatives originating early on in the education system, HEIs increasing their flexibility by training on shorter timescales for business and existing examples of good practice should be heeded and not duplicated.

Areas of agreement:

11 respondents agreed that the value of STEM skills need to be promoted to young people from a very early age. Initiatives spear-headed by HEIs to engage young people in STEM activities such as outreach, placements, summer schools, STEM champions should continue. 10 respondents commented that women and members of the workforce aged over 25 who are qualified in STEM subjects need to be incentivised back into the workforce as this is a group that are perennially being lost. Approximately 20 respondents extolled the virtue of CPD in upskilling the workforce and a further 20 or so felt that flexible courses with exciting and attractive delivery are important incentives. 

Areas of disagreement or new ideas:

Promotion of STEM should also be alongside support for other aspiration raising, improving employability, developing entrepreneurship and language skills. Other examples could be providing differentially priced opportunities for part time study. One respondent expressed a concern that the right questions are not being asked. For example, the term that drives the policy is the achievement of a higher proportion of the workforce with ‘high skills’. The problem is that what are commonly thought of as skills are not what high level or high value employees require, at least not what is required of professionals. 10 respondents asserted that the aim of increasing STEM skill levels is counteracted by the decision to phase out funding for the so-called ‘equivalent or lower qualifications’ (ELQs), but 5 respondents disagreed, feeling that the ELQ is acting as a barrier and should rightly be phased out.

Regional or agency variation:

There was no significant agency variation in responses to this question; the themes were raised consistently across all categories.

Key Themes

The following themes were identified:

A role for CPD

Identification of skills gaps and the development of appropriate CPD to fill those needs were suggested by approximately 20 respondents. 

· Develop best practice case studies for CPD

· At a later stage, funding for employees to receive CPD and flexible study programmes. Funding universities and employers for outreach activities can also do much to increase interest in STEM subjects

A suitable style of teaching and delivery

There was agreement among approximately 20 respondents that flexible teaching and short courses are the best way of engaging the workforce. 

· Many respondents mooted the possibility of e-learning and distance learning as viable options

· Modern teaching and learning techniques linked to credible qualifications

· Improve the speed and reduce the complexity of developing STEM qualifications. Widen the LSC funding to cover Level 4/5 for STEM subjects, and to those who already have higher level qualifications

· Approximately 10 respondents expressed support for Foundation Degrees and their role in upskilling the workforce

Who are we trying to train?

Many felt that the main demographic that must be targeted are female STEM graduates who have left the STEM job market. Mature learners who have some or no experience of STEM subjects are the other group to be mobilised.

· Many female STEM staff leave and have little opportunity or incentives to return to work part-time

· There is a need for female STEM role models
· The Higher Apprenticeship as a conduit for mature learners and a way of combining STEM with management/leadership training

· Adequate childcare facilities, flexible hours and distance learning options would have a disproportionately positive impact particularly on older learners. Support for institutions who already do this well 

· Enable young people who have good first degrees to be able to study at postgraduate level without having to self fund the complete course themselves

“Work based delivery of STEM programmes around small bite-sized chunk of learning would appeal to the workforce. Whatever is done to increase STEM skills in the workplace, the learning needs to be meaningful, relevant and enjoyable.”
Email response from an HEI
Incentives for business

Businesses in particular see training as a cost and, without proven results of long-term benefits, short term financial incentives are needed. There was a lack of consensus as to how to do this, whether employer or employee should be the focus.

“Where it is in their interest, employers will increase the level of STEM skills in the existing workforce. Where the costs of doing so exceed the benefit to the employer, then it will be necessary for the Government to put in place compensatory mechanisms coupled with positive incentives to encourage employers to up-skill their employees”
Email response from a professional body 
· Increased flexibility in funding regimes

· HEFCE should be able to fund modular study in FE colleges and not just HE institutions. This suits the needs of business and will incentivise the upskilling of the workforce

· Cheaper FE/HE part-time classes, available in the evening. Make costs tax-deductable to both the individual & business

· SMEs in particular to be given help on how to develop their employees

Incentives for employees

For those with no existing STEM qualifications, entering the STEM workforce is extremely difficult. There is widespread support for new routes in for those wanting to retrain with associated funding to support them. There were a number of practical suggestions for how to mobilise employees for retraining and upskilling:

· Enable universities to offer free places for workforce students

· Incentives for the learner, in the form of payment of fees, in time off for study and in a clear pathway to financial or other forms of recognition by the employer

· Personal tax incentives for those gaining a new qualification and perhaps especially in areas classified as STEM

· The Government should ensure that computing/IT degrees are exempt from the ELQ funding cuts

· A full exemption for people who study a STEM degree as an Equivalent or Lower Qualification

Innovative policy and lateral thinking

Some respondents came out with suggestions based in long term experience of their own sector that could be considered:

“Fund STEM awards – at masters level – by way of Bursaries.  The IT switch Masters some two decades ago for humanities undergraduates was very successful and generated some exciting business startups that are still successful.”

Email response from an HEI 

“STEM skills could be increased through a programme similar to the Train to Gain programme. It would also help to extend the focus of attention on to other age groups rather than just the under 25s. It would also be helpful to enable young people who have good first degrees to be able to study at postgraduate level without having to self fund the complete course themselves, and finally it might help to encourage participation in events.”

Email response from a professional body 
5. Summary of Focus Group Discussions 

To accompany the main consultation and stakeholder events, qualitative research was undertaken with SME employers and employees in order to, firstly, ensure their views were represented in the final analysis and, secondly, create a short film to be used at the events to support and stimulate the debate.

The specific objectives of the research were to:

· Understand employers’ and employees’ attitudes to further education and training in the workplace (beyond on the job training)

· Ascertain attitudes towards current IAG and how this could be improved

· Ascertain the triggers and barriers for instigating / pursuing further education and training in the workplace and what incentives might help overcome these barriers

· Discover how employers could work more collaboratively with HEs/FECs

Across these, an exploration of STEM subjects was undertaken and examples of best practice sought wherever possible.

Method and Sample

Fieldwork was undertaken between the 2nd and 4th June 2008, against the following specification:

· SME Employers

· 1 group discussion of 1½ hours’ duration

· 8 respondents

· 1-49 employees

· 4 depth interviews of 1 hour’s duration

· 50-250 employees

· All were owners/MD/Chief Executives responsible for training

· From a range of sectors including retail, property, construction, textiles

· Employees

· 2 group discussions of 1½ hours’ duration

· 8 respondents

· All were working full time

· 1 group level 2 skills, aged 25-35 years

· 1 group level 3 skills, aged 30-45 years

· All respondents were non-rejectors of offering/enrolling in formal training
General observations

Within the sample it was interesting to note that very few SMEs currently employed graduates.  Within SME organisations very few were routinely taking on graduates into a variety of roles.  The only exception was those with very specific qualifications required for a particular role, for example surveyors, textiles designers or accountants.  Alongside this, very few of the employers were educated to level 4, suggesting a lack of awareness of what such skills might bring to their organisation.

The employees in the sample were most commonly employed by SMEs that reflected a similar profile to those above, again resulting in a working environment where the benefits of level 4 skills were not evident.
Key themes

The benefits of up-skilling need to be communicated more strongly

Employees were generally comfortable with their decision not to study for longer and had clear reasons for leaving education when they did.  At that time, it was seen as the normal thing to do within their peer group or a means of rebelling against family pressures and expectations.  This was further compounded by:

· A sense of not being academically oriented and, therefore, not suited to university

· A strong desire to be earning and acquiring symbols of status within the peer group rather than running up debt

· A reticence to commit to a further three years’ study minimum (or five to obtain level 3 skills required for entry to university), especially if they did not have a clear idea of what they wanted to do career wise.

This decision had for many been positively supported by their current situation.  They clearly enjoyed their work and there was a sense that they had not suffered as a result of not having higher level qualifications or skills.  This sample had many stories of friends who had graduated and entered jobs where their degree was irrelevant, where basic training was still required and where you were still required to start at the bottom and work your way up.

“I started off as a glorified tea boy and then just worked my way through.  I’ve been there long enough to learn the ropes, it works for me”

Level 3 employee

The views of employers mirrored those of employees.  They believed the growth of their businesses had not been hindered by the lack of graduates within the organisation and that degrees demonstrated an ability to learn rather than the gaining of skills required to do a particular job, resulting in the same ‘on the job’ training being necessary.

There was also the view that graduates would expect to be paid more and are more likely to move on in search of bigger challenges.

At the older end of the employee sample there was now a realisation for some that friends who had gone to university were now overtaking them in terms of earnings.  For many years following their friends’ graduation they had been earning more and the views expressed by the majority above had very much been their own.  However, now it was becoming clear that they had reached an earnings ‘ceiling’ and that any increase would be incremental.  These few now saw that the ceiling for graduates was much, much higher.

The real concern for many related to moving jobs in the future.  Whilst they were known and their skills appreciated by current employers, they believed they would be disadvantaged if they were to apply for a job and find themselves being compared to graduate CVs.

“I’m fine where I am but if I were to leave though it would be a problem, companies like to employ people with a degree”

Level 3 employee

Both employers and employees felt that IAG could play a significant role in selling in the benefits of further education and training. However, experience of IAG at school dominated the perceptions of all - inappropriate advice, often generated by blunt tools, delivered by people with limited experience.  Beyond school there was little knowledge of what IAG might be available.  It was assumed on the part of employees that if you were interested in further education or training then you would approach colleges or universities directly.  Employers didn’t feel it was their responsibility to be offering IAG which was exacerbated by the view that employees engaged in such activity would be more likely to leave.

The barriers are largely ‘practical’ in nature

Most employees had current commitments that needed to be fulfilled and would be made difficult by entering formal training, for example a mortgage and / or children.  The biggest barriers were therefore financial or time: the perceived reduction in earnings or the payment of hefty fees; the difficulty of finding the time to study within their current routine.  Consequently, the notion of becoming a full time mature student was rejected totally and even part time study was perceived to be a daunting prospect.

These barriers were compounded by a general scepticism regarding the benefits of gaining further qualifications or training, reinforcing the need to sell in the benefits of doing so: higher earning potential, an ability to move between jobs more easily or to change careers completely.

Amongst employers, there existed the practical difficulties of fitting more training into their business model.  Most of the sample was running a ‘tight ship’, carefully managing time, people and financial resources, therefore:

· losing an employee for part of the week on a long-term basis would put pressure on them and others

· investing financially is a major commitment for a small business, especially if the benefits were not clearly defined

Such thoughts were exacerbated by the belief that operating margins were likely to be impacted upon even further by the emerging economical downturn.

Beyond the practical barriers employees felt that employers would not be enthusiastic in offering support.  They believed it would be difficult to sell the benefits of undertaking further training especially as they were not convinced of the benefits themselves.  Many felt that employers would suspect that employees would leave after graduating so would be more unlikely to offer support either financially or in terms of allowing time off.

These suspicions were generally supported by the views of employers.  There was an assumption that the employee would expect a higher salary or would find it easier and/or desirable to move to another organisation.  This would result in the money and/or time invested being wasted.

There were two examples of employers supporting staff through degrees by allowing them to work fewer hours but this was out of short-term self interest rather than for the long-term benefit of the business.  There were some benefits being brought to the business whilst the employees studied but there was an acceptance that the employee would move on.

Incentives need to help overcome the practical barriers

Assuming that a genuine need was identified for education/training to level 4 skills, then the incentives would need to:

· Overcome the practical difficulties of fitting training into businesses and individuals’ lives

· Communicate the clear benefits of doing so

· Establish a clear arrangement between employers and employees

The practical difficulties for both employers and employees were essentially about time and money, resulting in a request for financial support to alleviate course fees, loss of earnings and/or the cost of covering the work of an absent employee.

Beyond the financial, the biggest incentive for both employers and employees was to establish clear arrangements – both wanted a commitment from the other.  Employees wanted to know their hard work would be rewarded through increased salaries and/or promotion.

Employers wanted to know that their support would be rewarded through a minimum period of service after qualifying.  Whilst such tie-ins were not immediately appealing to the employee sample, they were likely to be accepted by those who acknowledged the longer term benefits of training.  Both employers and employees saw a role for Government in drawing up and promoting the adoption of standard ‘golden handcuff’ agreements.

SME employers have little desire to be involved in the development of courses.
Many employers were making use of specific courses offered by specific colleges or private sector organisations but none within the sample had worked with institutions in the development of tailored courses.  The reasons for these were numerous:

· Their time is too limited to get involved

· They do not feel that their needs are atypical, requiring a tailored course

· The low numbers they might send on a course infers their influence would be negligible

· Needs are largely met by existing offer

Whilst employers would be happy to talk to local institutions looking to understand their skills needs many felt that this would be better done by Government representation (Business Link or SSCs) and/or representational trade organisations.

Appendix A: Consultation questions

Question 1: What incentives would encourage employers to be more involved in providing careers information, advice and guidance (IAG) both before, and during university?
Question 2a: Given that subject choice at 14 and GCSE and A-level attainment are critical factors, is there a case for specific incentives to prospective students to take STEM subjects?
Question 2b: How could any incentives avoid simply reinforcing the decisions of people who would have chosen STEM subjects anyway?
Question 2c: More generally, is there a case for providing incentives to universities or employers to encourage more young people to study STEM and pursue careers in it?
Question 3: What support and incentives would help universities offer access to the workplace for all their students?

Question 4: How can we help employers better articulate their needs for broad based employability skills?

Question 5: What more can we do to provide more graduates with the language skills and cultural awareness to thrive in a global marketplace?
Question 6a: What further incentives are needed to stimulate and meet employer demand for high level skills?
Question 6b: How can we best build on the contributions of further education colleges and providers and their links (in particular) to networks of small and medium sized enterprises?

Question 6c: How well does the framework for high level skills support employer engagement?

Question 7a: How can we best work with businesses and employers, Trade Unions and employees to encourage demand for high level skills?

Question 7b: How can we encourage rapid implementation of an effective framework for credit accumulation and transfer?

Question 8: Do we have the right incentives to encourage higher education providers to be more responsive to business and employer demands?
Question 9: What should be the key features of a model for regional and sectoral bodies to play a much greater role in solving local skills problems and linking HE institutions and businesses?

Question 10: How can we encourage Regional Development Agencies and SSCs to work together to solve local and sectoral skills needs?
Question 11a: What further incentives are needed in universities e.g. through internal appraisals, promotions processes - to increase demand from academic staff for business secondments?

Question 11b: And how can we encourage movement in the other direction so that business people are increasingly contributing directly to course content, design and teaching?
Question 12: How can we do more to increase the level of STEM skills in the existing workforce?
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