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The Government Skills Strategy and the Third Sector:
Overview and Analysis
The purpose of this briefing is to:
· Introduce issues of interest to the voluntary and community sector raised by the Skills for Growth report.

· Explain how Government is taking its recommendations forward and how third sector organisations can influence what happens next.
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Introduction

In Nov 2009 the government released its most recent skills strategy Skills for Growth
 and the supporting investment strategy.  This sets out the plans for skills with a special emphasis on how skills can help to drive the move out of recession.  While the strategy was not too radical to those who follow the ever-changing skills policy debates there are a number of issues that are of interest to the sector:
· The creation of a modern class of technicians, through a dramatic expansion of advanced apprenticeships;

· The introduction of adult personal skills account;
· The emphasis on investing in skills in sectors where they see future jobs being created;

· Simplification of the way in which skills polices are monitored, regulated and developed. 
This strategy comes at a time where the skills landscape is changing and needs to be seen in that context. The Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning Act 2009 was granted royal ascent in November, this gives added emphasis to apprenticeships as well as formally dissolving the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) and passing the funding of skills to a set of new organisations. What is more the Act also gives individuals the right to ask for time off for training. (See the Parliament website
 for more information). 

At the same time the funding landscape is going to change as all government departments are asked to make significant cuts/savings in order to reduce the national deficit. When talking about education the government are quick to point out that there will be no cuts to schools budgets, this has to raise alarm about what will happen to adult skills funding as the savings have to come from somewhere.

Finally the changes that have been happening to how qualifications are made up, and the introduction of new modular qualifications and the Qualification and Credit Framework (QCF) are finally falling into place; this will change the types of qualification on offer and will allow added flexibility for learners. (Find out more on our website
).
Apprenticeships

Both the main political parties see apprenticeships as a way of addressing the lack of technical skills in the UK.  Neither limits their thinking to the traditional definition of technical skills, the electricians, bricklayers, plumbers etc but see apprenticeships expanding to encompass many roles. The skills strategy will look to significantly increase the numbers of apprentices, especially at the advanced level, it will look to promote apprenticeships to those who have not traditionally taken them up and to encourage new employers and sectors to consider taking on apprenticeships.  At the same time it will look to promote the development of higher level apprenticeships and to ensure they become a route into higher education.  

This gives the sector a real set of opportunities to look at how it currently engages with apprentices. We have an opportunity to look at ways of employing more apprentices and in so doing helping to recruit a new generation into our sector.  Skills – Third Sector have started a project to develop a Third Sector Apprentice Framework and consultation began in the New Year (contact Eve Sadler
 for more information). At the same time work is underway into processes that will make it possible for smaller organisations to benefit from having an apprentice as well at models that will ensure more Third Sector providers are able to offer apprentice training.

While apprenticeships are not suitable for many in the sector there are ways in which we can benefit. The bulk of the money will be aimed at young people (up to 19) but some will be available for adult apprenticeships, this will help us recruit a new generation of staff into the sector but will hopefully also allow some existing staff to benefit from a form of learning that is practical and vocational. Over time we may well see more of the adult skills budget being moved to funding apprenticeships and not traditional vocational qualifications.

VSNW produced a briefing in July 2009 about Group Training Associations and Voluntary and Community Sector Apprenticeships: VSNW Briefing #18

Adult Personal Skills Accounts

Government want to put more power into the hands of individuals to decide their own learning needs. The new accounts will be able to be spent at a great deal more learning providers, including some in the sector. There will still be restrictions as to the type and level of learning that these can be spent on, and unlike previous attempts to introduce this type of scheme, any spending will be virtual to avoid issues with fraud. Further details will appear in a future white paper.

Linked to this idea of consumer choice will be a system whereby courses are labelled in a similar way that food is now. Rather than show calories, salt content etc in a traffic light system the labels will show satisfaction ratings, the type of salary that might be available on completion, and the career prospects that might be available. All providers, including those in the sector will need to label their courses.

There are implications for the sector here in both how they provide advice to those that they work with to help them get the best training, but also for employers as to how they work with staff (and volunteers potentially) to ensure that they are able to highlight the types of training that will benefit both the organisation and the individual. Linked to this will be a program to increase the awareness of employers of the benefits of training.

Potential priority sectors

The skills strategy does not give a definitive list of these, but sectors such as those involved in sustainable development and energy production and the creative and cultural sectors have been highlighted as areas of significant growth in a number of government pronouncements. (A good place to start to look is New Industry, New Jobs
 which is a government publication looking at this)

The strategy does look at how the priority areas might be identified. They will look at information from the UKCES and the Sector Skills Councils, as well at what the Regional Development Agencies, local authorities and the emerging City Regions have to say.

It will be important for the sector to be able to show the work it does in any emerging priority areas to ensure that it benefits, it will also be important to lobby at all levels to raise awareness of the role the sector plays and the need for it to be seen as one of those priority areas, especially with regard to the work it does around social cohesion and the agenda around reduction in poverty and improvement in health as these are areas that could save significant amounts of government funding in the future.

Simplification of the Skills System

Even to those that know about the way the skills system works the number of different departments, quangos and organisations involved in skills is daunting. The skills strategy promises to significantly reduce the number of these. It is probable that the number of SSCs will be reduced, other national and regional organisations will close or merge and the LSC and its regional structures have gone.

While the potential merger or closure of many of the organisations will have little impact on the sector, and the new system will be both more transparent and easier to understand those sector organisations that are engaged with the organisations going through change will have to be ready to deal with it. There will be new relationships to build, new procedures to follow and an inevitable period where staff in the organisations are more concerned about what is happening to them than they are with engaging with partners. 
VSNW (Voluntary Sector North West) is the regional voluntary sector network for the North West. The purpose of VSNW is to ensure that the voluntary and community sector (VCS), in all its diversity, takes its full part in shaping the future of the North West.

VSNW works with 150 members which

· work across the region directly supporting and delivering services for individuals, or

· are VCS infrastructure organisations (LIOs) that work with local voluntary and community groups.

VSNW members provide community services, regenerate neighbourhoods, support individuals, promote volunteering and tackle discrimination. The 40 generalist LIOs in membership of VSNW have a membership of 6,780 VCS groups and are in contact with 19,800 local voluntary and community sector groups in the North West – just under two-thirds (63%) of the region’s VCS groups.
Skills - Third Sector is a sector-led, independent charity which helps ensure the third sector has the skills and learning it needs to do the best possible job.

Our vision is for third sector organisations have the staff, volunteers and trustees with the diversity of skills and people they need to make an ever growing contribution to their communities. Website: www.skills-thirdsector.org.uk
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� http://www.bis.gov.uk/policies/skills-for-growth


� http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2008-09/apprenticeshipsskillschildrenandlearning.html 


� http://www.skills-thirdsector.org.uk/qualifications_training/qualifications_credit_framework/


� eve.sadler@skills-thirdsector.org.uk


� http://www.vsnw.org.uk/files/Publications/18_Group_Training_Associations_FAQs(1).doc


� http://www.dius.gov.uk/~/media/publications/N/new_industry_new_jobs
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