Semta evidence to IUSS Select Committee inquiry on After Leitch: Implementing Skills and Training Policies
Executive summary 
1. Progress since the publication of Leitch and the government’s response is unsurprisingly still at a very early stage, but the picture overall is of a combination of disquieting and encouraging signs.  As an SSC, Semta is experiencing first-hand the potential power of Leitch in the development of its Sector Compact, but also shortcomings in other areas, such as RDA support and qualifications reform.  Progress is slower than hoped in many areas for our sector, given Leitch’s support for the high level and technical skills essential to science, engineering and manufacturing technology.
Semta, the Sector Skills Council

2. Industry owned and led, Semta aims to increase the impact of skilled people throughout the science, engineering and manufacturing technologies sectors.

3. We work with employers to determine their current and future skills needs and to provide short and long term skills solutions, whether that be training and skills development, or campaigning with government and other organisations to change things for the better. Through our labour market intelligence and insights from employers across our sectors, we identify change needed in education and skills policy and practice, and engage with key industry partners and partners in the education and training sector, to help increase productivity at all levels in the workforce.

4. The sectors we represent are: Aerospace; Automotive; Bioscience; Electrical; Electronics; Maintenance; Marine; Mathematics; Mechanical; Metals and Engineered Metal Products.

5. Semta is part of the network of 25 employer-led Sector Skills Councils.
Semta response

Impact of Leitch on employers across the UK
6. We believe that the majority of employers, especially those who are not engaged with their SSC, are not particularly connected with the Leitch agenda.  Even for those who do a lot of work in skills and training, the impression they have is that the activity currently coming from Leitch is primarily concerned with lower level skills. The launch of the Skills Pledge in England, with its headline commitment to addressing basic and Level 2 skills has reinforced that view.

7. For the science, engineering and manufacturing technologies sector, initiatives originating from Leitch such as apprenticeship expansion, are still at early stages.  These mechanisms to increase high level technical skills for our workforce will be key in future, and must be flexible to enable the right people to gain the right skills at the right time.
8. In terms of provision, as more “demand-led” funding in England is channelled through Train to Gain for employers (and Skills Accounts for individuals), it is essential for our sector that funding is more flexibly available to support high level technical skills, and second qualifications in relevant subjects.  Semta is currently negotiating to deliver a Sector Compact, which should address these issues, and bring the publicly-funded structures and processes closer to the needs of our employers.
9. There is an inherent risk that the Leitch proposals are implemented in different ways and leading to different outcomes across the four UK nations.  Our companies which cross the borders of the 4 nations are concerned that different interpretations of requirements, and timescales for implementation, of Leitch will mean more confusion and result in employer disengagement (see Welsh/Scottish/Northern Ireland Response sections following).
Implementing Leitch in a changing landscape

10. In England, the system is facing extraordinary upheaval and change over the next three to five years, with the creation of the UK Commission for Employment and Skills, the Business Simplification initiative, raising the learning leaving age, the proposed changes and expansion to apprenticeships, wholescale reform of qualifications, initiatives to improve quality in FE, the further development of National Skills Academies, devolution of funding for 16-19 year olds to Local Authorities, and relicensing of Sector Skills Councils.  While many of these are directly linked to achievement of the Leitch targets, it means creating a landscape of astonishing complexity and perpetual change.  There is perhaps a danger that, unless properly funded,  the energy required to create the mechanisms necessary to achieve Leitch may sap enthusiasm for the actual delivery.

Regional/Devolved Administration response to Leitch

RDA Response

11. Our experience so far is that there is little improvement in the approach of RDAs in promoting the Leitch findings.  In some cases, RDAs have reduced staffing in support of the skills agenda, making it more difficult for the Semta representative in the region to engage.  There is some evidence that a few RDAs are focusing even more closely on the immediate economic impact on the Gross Value Added for individuals in terms of training – which is in the “letter” of Leitch, but perhaps not in the “spirit”.  Raising skills for productivity is a long process requiring a holistic approach, and focusing solely on provision which delivers an immediate and quantifiable boost to productivity is to miss the wider and more long-term benefits of, for example, helping a company plan their training effectively, link that training to a longer term business plan, reduce staff turnover, increase staff confidence, and prepare for the challenges of the future.
12. In other RDAs, there are more encouraging signs that the overall approach of Leitch is welcome, but activity is slow, and there is a frustrating amount of dialogue which has yet to demonstrate how the targets will actually be achieved in practice.  “Leitch” is becoming a popular term invoked by some RDAs, but a little more detail and more in terms of delivery plans would inspire greater confidence that they are willing to change their approach in support of it.
13. A particular frustration which Semta is experiencing relates to the propensity of some RDAs to wish to continually revisit the “drivers of skills” – the reasons behind skills needs and measurements of skills requirements.  Through the Sector Skills Agreement process, Semta has already identified these for our sector (which is regional economic priority in the majority of RDAs) and is now in the implementation and delivery stage.  There is a strong feeling among Semta regional staff that RDAs are not giving the Sector Skills Agreement the appropriate authority to inform strategy, direction and funding.
Welsh Response

14. The recent consultation issued by the Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) on ‘Skills that work for Wales’ draws on the Leitch Review, but makes few direct links between the Leitch targets and activity to support them.  One area where WAG made specific reference to Leitch relates to the strengthening the SSC network in Wales to deliver its enhanced remit.  Semta is actively engaged in projects and strategic developments which will result in improving skills in Welsh science and engineering companies, and is confident it can deliver on this enhanced remit.
Scottish Response
15. ‘Skills for Scotland – A Lifelong Skills Strategy’ similarly contains many of the Leitch aspirations, but few direct references to meeting Leitch targets.  Again, the role of Sector Skills Councils is underlined and supported, which is welcome.  
Northern Ireland Response

16. In Northern Ireland, the government has directly linked further development of its “Success through Skills” initiative to achievement of NI’s contribution to the Leitch targets through its “Statement of Skills in Northern Ireland”.
Role of LSC and SSCs

LSC – national response to Leitch

17. The most recent Statement of Priorities from the LSC rejected Leitch’s target for all public funding to be delivered through “demand-led” mechanisms such as Train to Gain (for employers) and Skills Accounts (for individuals) by 2010 in England.  With the introduction of Sector Compacts, Semta believes that this process could now safely be speeded up, without excessive risk to provider stability.  The National Skills Academy for Manufacturing is already raising the capability of the provider network to deliver the skills our sector needs, and other initiatives such as the new Training Quality Standard will continue to bring providers closer to a fully responsive system.
18. The LSC has also used Leitch to accelerate full cost recovery from employers and individuals for provision which is outside existing entitlements.  While this is helping level the playing field for private providers and non-profit training organisations such as Group Training Associations when competing with FE colleges, the increasing costs to employers and individuals of training will inevitably have an impact.  We expect the Sector Compact to address some of these issues, by providing additional funding for those qualifications and learning which our sector has identified as priorities, and which currently fall outside existing entitlements.
19. Inevitably, the impending changes in funding for skills (the dissolution of the LSC and devolution of funding for 16-19 year olds to Local Authorities) is causing confusion and concern, particularly around the ability of the proposed Skills Funding Agency to deliver the demand-led agenda in future.  It remains to be seen whether the changes in 2010 will have the required impact, but there will undoubtedly be a degree of uncertainty as the new agencies and structures are put in place.  This will be taking place while the learning system in England is attempting to reach the first round of targets contained in the Public Sector Agreements by 2011, which are themselves a stepping stone to Leitch in 2020.
LSC – Regional response to Leitch

20. In our experience, the LSC at a regional level is still struggling to change its approach from one focused on delivery of basic skills and Level 2 qualifications, to one based more closely on articulated employer need.  The Sector Skills Agreement for science, engineering and manufacturing technologies calls for a focus on higher level technical skills, leadership and management, etc, rather than these lower level skills and qualifications.  Following Leitch, everyone involved in the demand for, delivery of and funding of skills needs to make a step-change in their approach – from a supply-driven approach to one which is based on demand, and we believe that the LSC at an operational level has yet to effectively and comprehensively do this.
SSCs – relicensed and reformed

21. Semta was one of the first SSCs to receive a licence, and is proud of its achievements since then.  Our Sector Skills Agreements are now UK-wide and cover the whole of our “footprint”, and are providing the evidence and key drivers of our activity.  Leitch recognised the role of SSCs in helping the UK improve its competitiveness through skills, and we are enthusiastic about delivering on this enhanced remit in the future.  However, we acknowledge that confidence in the SSC network as a whole needs to be improved, and this could be achieved through the relicensing process, and through improvements to funding for the network as a whole.
22. The Leitch recommendations relating to skills are certainly in line with the findings of our Sector Skills Agreements, which called for more focus on higher level skills, and more support for companies to upskill and reskill existing employees in a rapidly changing environment.

SSCs – Sector Compact in England
23. If the Leitch targets are to be met, it is essential that they are understood and applied on a sectoral basis.  The proposed Sector Compacts should enable SSCs to apply public funding and support in a more appropriate way for our sector.  We are also planning on working directly with several thousand companies, not only to actively encourage their participation in training, but to ensure that training is appropriate and linked to the company’s strategic direction.  This shows a willingness on the part of the national LSC to embrace the Leitch approach, which was strong on sectoral flexibility.  It means relaxing the rigid focus of funding on basic skills and first full Level 2 qualifications, to encompass areas specifically identified by our employers as key priorities – areas such as Business-Improvement Techniques, leadership and management, technical upskilling and reskilling of adults in the existing workforce, etc.
SSCs – Qualifications

24. SSCs were given an enhanced remit around qualifications by Leitch, but in some areas, progress has been disappointing.  At a national level, we are particularly concerned about the SSC role in “ownership” of the standards and qualifications for their sector.  Semta has been actively involved in the development of a Sector Qualifications Strategy, and our view is that we are not yet being given the authority to manage the process appropriately.

25. The proposed changes to apprenticeships would see SSCs effectively relinquishing ownership of the “blueprint”.  At a time when SSCs are mandated by Leitch to take an increasing role in ensuring quality and national standards, the proposed changes would seem to mitigate against this.

26. The migration of existing qualifications from the National Qualifications Framework to the Qualifications and Credit Framework in England has proved difficult, with QCA effectively stating that it is not the role of SSCs to manage this process.  The additional task of the development of new vocationally-related qualifications, which QCA are expecting SSCs to undertake, is similarly problematic, with awarding bodies unwilling to populate the framework as there is so much uncertainty around this area.  The whole process has also been bedevilled with technical problems, which must be resolved if SSCs are to manage these qualifications and standards effectively.  Without proper testing and trials, the whole system is in danger of employer disengagement.
27. For SSCs to take the role envisaged for them by Leitch in terms of qualifications, they need to be properly resourced and empowered to manage the process, and the early indications are not positive at the moment.  The roles of QCA/SQA, awarding bodies, and Sector Skills Councils need to be more clearly defined and agreed if this process is to be successful.
Role of Further Education
28. FE is undergoing radical changes, some of which could significantly impact (and enable) the Leitch vision.  Engineering has a long tradition of Group Training Associations, which received an additional boost in the recent apprenticeships consultation for England (‘World-class Apprenticeships: Unlocking Talent, Building Skills for All’).  If the Leitch targets on apprenticeship are to be met with meaningful and well-managed programmes, GTAs have a strong role to play in engaging small and medium-sized firms in offering places, and in supporting both the employer and the apprentice through to completion.  Future reform of the FE system, and funding support provided by government, should be entirely free from bias in terms of provider, enabling colleges, private providers, GTAs and employer training bodies to compete and innovate on an equal footing.  This is essential to the achievement of the Leitch targets, as “more of the same” in terms of provision will not have the desired impact.  Provision must be more responsive, tailored to the employer’s/ individual’s needs, and available at a fair price.
Role of Higher Education

29. In higher education in England, HEFCE has recently provided £50m in funding for employer engagement projects as recommended by Leitch, but most of these projects relate to the setting up of HEI infrastructure to improve employer engagement processes and resources.  This means that it is  too early for outputs from the projects to have had much impact on employers in terms of actually delivering on employer workforce development and expanding employer co-funded student places.
30. In terms of Semta’s particular experience with HEFCE, recent sector-specific discussions have been increasingly positive and constructive.  Semta is finalising its Sector Skills Agreements for the Metals, Mechanical and Electrical sectors, and for Bioscience (which has a particularly strong need for improvements to undergraduate and graduate level learning), and HEFCE has welcomed this opportunity to make a positive contribution.  It is very early to say with confidence, but we are hopeful that a real and permanent change is taking place in terms of the availability of funding for more employer-led and employer-responsive provision.
31. The three higher level skills pathfinder projects have had a mixed impact so far for our sector – Airbus has benefited from the programme in the South West, and Semta was offered the opportunity to influence and offer sector guidance in the North West,  but we are disappointed with the lack of engagement which has been possible in the North East project.

Semta recommendations

32. We recommend that, in its report, the Committee sends a strong signal to regional and local bodies that they should take a holistic approach to Leitch, enabling a wide span of activity to be considered in the context of the particular sector’s needs, and for this activity to be informed by the Sector Skills Agreements.  The national LSC is potentially leading the way on this through funding of Sector Compacts.
33. We also recommend that the Committee underlines the role of Sector Skills Councils in the post-Leitch landscape, as the strong employer voice on skills.  As an SSC, we are expecting to feel the impact of Leitch strongly over the coming months, as we prepare for relicensing.  If SSCs are to fulfil their revised remit, they need support and funding to achieve this, and to bring all areas of the network up to the very highest standard.
Semta, the Sector Skills Council for Science, Engineering and Manufacturing Technologies
18 April 2008
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