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Unite Amicus Section response to the Department for Education and Skills Consultation on Raising Expectations: staying in education and training post-16

This response is submitted by Unite Amicus Section. Unite is the UK’s largest trade union with 2 million members across the private and public sectors.  Our members work in a range of industries including manufacturing, financial services, print, media, construction, transport and local government, education, health and not for profit sectors.
Executive Summary

· The emphasis should be on support and encouragement rather than compulsion;
· Review the current curriculum, to seek to provide more flexible and vocational based opportunities to learn;
· Strong role for trade unions in supporting young learners through established ULRs and shop steward structures;
· Government should actively encourage and publicly state that the interests of young workers is best served within a trade union;

· Campaigning for skills and training to be enshrined within the collective agreement;

· Propose a statutory training levy;
· Campaign for a statutory right to paid time off for training;

· Employer’s should bare a significant proportion of the costs associated with training young people when in work;
· Training offered to young people must be of a high standard and must not seek to narrow down their future career prospects;

· Training provision must be accredited and lead to a recognised qualification.
Introduction

1. Unite Amicus Section is generally supportive of the proposal to raise the school age to 18 by 2015 and welcomes the Government’s attempt to ensure all young people are either in full time education, or in work working towards a good quality and nationally recognised qualification.  However, it also has a number of reservations which are detailed in this response focusing primarily on the questions raised in Chapters 5 and 6.
Chapter 5 Enabling Young People to Participate

2. It is generally accepted that too many young people in the UK are not in employment, education and training and that something radical must be done to address this disaffected and disengaged group in society.  

3. As the consultation paper states, the make-up of the so-called NEET group in society is not homogenous, however all are similar in that they have opted-out of achieving the economic advantage that it is recognised comes with education and skills.  The reasons may differ, however the challenge for all is to re-engage this group back into society by providing them with attributes which will allow them to make a positive contribution as citizens. 
4. However, Unite Amicus Section is extremely alarmed at how an initiative seemingly designed to help more young people learn, has laid the onus upon young people themselves with severe penalties of enforcement.  To place the responsibility for personal development on vulnerable young people, many of whom may have had a negative experience of the education system, seems foolhardy and entirely the wrong approach to take.  The emphasis should be on support and encouraging participation rather than compulsion.
5. The current government seems intent on doing everything it can to avoid compelling employers to train.  It would seem a perfectly reasonable request, if we are to ensure all young people are given the right skills before adulthood, to compel firms employing these young people, to train them. 
6. It may also be necessary to review the current curriculum, to seek to provide more flexible and vocational based opportunities to learn for less academic students and those least likely to stay on to 18 at present. 
7. It is also essential that adequate resources are put in place in order to fully support this initiative.  E.g. if a young person ‘drops out’ of the system – then they are re-engaged as soon as possible.  This may be a role for the guidance function within the education system or when in employment, a role for union workplace representatives, in particular Union Learning Representatives.   ULRs can and do provide a supportive function for learners in the workplace and this role could be expanded further looking specifically at a ‘pastoral care’ role.

Chapter 6 Employers playing their part
8. Employer/employee engagement works most effectively in establishments where there is recognised trade union involvement. Unite Amicus section therefore identifies a strong role for trade unions in supporting young learners through established ULRs and shop stewards structures.

9. Indeed the pastoral role of unionised older workers within the workplace provides a degree of supportive learning and influence which could have a very positive effect on the lives of younger workers.

10. Unite Amicus Section and the wider trade union movement have been instrumental in driving the skills agenda within the workplace.  Over 18,000 ULR’s in the UK have supported over 150,000 workers to access both vocational and non vocational courses, an increase of 50% on last year. 

11. In light of this Unite Amicus Section believes that the Government should actively encourage and publicly state, that the interests of every young worker are best served within a trade union.
12. Instilling a sense of belonging and worth in employees is a fundamental principle which can make the difference between being a ‘good’ employer or being a ‘bad’ employer.  In the grander scheme of things, many could argue that it is not the responsibility of employers to create good citizens.  However, treating workers with dignity and respect can provide a moral standard which permeates the organisation and becomes embedded in the company’s ethos, creating a workforce which identifies with good moral citizenship. 

13. Unite Amicus Section acknowledges that good employers train their workers.  However, unfortunately not all employers are good employers and for this reason alone it is necessary to ensure some form of compulsion to train. 

14. Nevertheless, all of this will prove worthless if employers refuse to engage with the learning agenda and fail to train their workers.  That is why Unite Amicus Section is campaigning for skills and training to be enshrined within the collective agreement in order that trade unions can negotiate with employers on this key element which is vital for the success of the business.
Funding for training

15. Despite CBI figures which indicate that billions of pounds are spent every year on training at work, Unite Amicus Section would argue that this is largely spent on induction training, health and safety training or other statutorily required training.  It is also evident that training is not evenly distributed throughout the working population, with those already with advanced skills and those in more senior positions, gaining disproportionately more training than those on the lower rungs of the career ladder with less skills.
16. Unite Amicus Section have witnessed a lack of investment in training by employers across a number of industrial sectors – most notably in the print sector where the union is currently trying to deliver a clause on training contained within the print industry national agreement.  If we wait until 2010, as Leitch recommends, for a mere right to training to level 2, there is a real danger of doing too little too late.

17. Therefore in order to ensure an even distribution of funding and to ensure employer buy-in, Unite Amicus Section proposes that a statutory training levy is introduced.  This will act to ensure adequate funding is available and that the current system is not overstretched.  It will also ensure employers take their responsibility to train seriously.

Paid time off for training

18. Unite Amicus Section is also campaigning for a statutory right to paid time off for training.  

19. It is evident from the skills gap between the UK and its competitors that employers are failing to provide the level of training to compete with our economic partners.  Indeed Lord Leitch has identified this problem in his review of skills.

20. It is vital that employer’s bear a significant proportion of the costs associated with training young people when in work, given that it will be employers who have the most to gain from an educated and skilled workforce. This is especially true when the training involves sector specific training.

21. Given that the majority of employers in the UK are SMEs, Unite Amicus Section also accepts that some smaller employers may have resource implications and find it more difficult financially to provide training.  Nevertheless, it is these same employers who may also have had issue with the introduction of the National Minimum Wage many of whom now accept that it did not have the negative impact first anticipated.

22. Unite Amicus Section believes a similar ‘road to Damascus’ experience may be evident with regards to the training of young workers.  Improving the skills of the workforce and the inextricable link with productivity will serve to enhance the business in the long run.

The limitations of Leitch 

23. Unite Amicus Section also believes that Lord Leitch’s ‘Pledge’ on training will not deliver the buy-in necessary to make a real difference.  While not unsurprisingly a number of government departments have signed up to the ‘Pledge’, getting private sector buy-in is proving more difficult with few private companies signing the ‘Pledge’ to train their staff in basic skills by 2010.
24. Unite Amicus Section also has concerns over the timescale set within the consultation of 2013 for “an apprenticeship place for every young person who wants one”.  This delay is unacceptable and must be implemented sooner.  Furthermore the apprenticeship must provide quality training, not an apprenticeship which is a ‘poor relation’ of the traditional highly valued apprenticeship.

25. Lord Leitch clearly proposed that 500,000 new apprenticeship places should be made available year on year.  With present numbers undertaking an apprenticeship currently around 160,000 there is still a long way to go to reach this target and delaying the availability of apprenticeships will only have a detrimental impact on this key feature of the Leitch Review.
26. Unite Amicus Section is nevertheless opposed to training with little added value. The training offered to any young person must be of a high standard and must not seek to narrow down their future career prospects by being too narrow in focus.  It should also be flexible enough to allow for a change in career direction if necessary. 
27. While employers will want to see a clear link between the training they offer and their business needs, Unite believe that the ownership of skills rests with individuals.  That is, matching the interests of young employees must be paramount and at the forefront of this initiative and not simply in the short term interests of employers.
28. Further, steps must be taken to ensure that unscrupulous employers do not offer inferior courses in order to pay low wages to school leavers simply to receive funding.  It is therefore crucial that any training provision is first and foremost accredited and lead to a recognised qualification, and also importantly, independently assessed with proper penalties for any breaches.
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