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Pre-employment provision for unemployed 16/17 year olds
“Lord Leitch spelt out very clearly that the key to the skills development needed for this country’s future prosperity lies in the expansion of work based learning.  We are about to reduce the work based learning options for 16-17 year olds in complete contradiction of this imperative.  We must find another way!”

Graham Hoyle OBE, Chief Executive, Association of Learning Providers

February 2010

INTRODUCTION

ALP has for some time been concerned at the relative lack of provision made for those aged 16 and 17 who are out of work. Whilst there is a relatively comprehensive structure of support in place for adults under a range of initiatives, it seems that those who have left school and are currently unemployed, but have not yet reached the age of 18 are largely disregarded by the welfare to work system. This is particularly strange given the Government's own concerns that the current recession is disproportionately impacting on the employment prospects of young people.

THE CURRENT POSITION

In recent years dedicated pre-employment provision for this age group at a national level has been largely limited to the LSC's e2e programme which has been successful in targeting the engagement of disaffected and disengaged youngsters. However this leaves a relatively large cohort of unemployed 16/17 year olds for whom no state employment support mechanisms are in place.

This is as much the case as regards benefits as it is for the actual provision that is made available. The main benefit for jobseekers is Jobseeker's Allowance (JSA) but this is only available on a very limited basis to those under the age of 18, normally only to those estranged from home during a Child Benefit Extension Period (CBEP)
. For the vast majority of unemployed 16 and 17 year olds therefore, there is not only no direct financial support at this time but no dedicated employment provision either, despite the fact that the individual concerned could have been working, training and paying NI contributions from the age of 16.
Meanwhile youth unemployment continues to rise. The recent DWP white paper "Building Britain's Recovery" was able to report that there had been a fall in ILO unemployment among 16-17 year olds "as a result of measures to increase the proportion of this age group continuing in education"
, but this again actually highlights firstly that (as ILO unemployed who are not by definition necessarily claiming benefit) they are not able to claim JSA , and secondly that there have been no moves to widen employment provision for them as opposed to widening their participation in education more generally. Indeed it is to the contrary, as the e2e programme is now being phased out, subsumed into Foundation Learning which is actually a framework of funded qualifications providing very little in the way of direct objectives, incentive or even aspiration to return to work.
"Building Britain's Recovery" did however set out some steps towards rectifying the situation, albeit it stated clearly that "our aim is for all young people aged 16-17 to be in education or training" rather than employment per se. It pledged for example to ensure that every 16/17 year old who is not in education, employment or training (NEET) would be guaranteed an offer of an e2e place from January 2010. Whilst this is very welcome and undoubtedly the right move, it does not sit well alongside the fact that many e2e providers are being told to scale back their delivery profiles for e2e in 2010/11 to a balance of only 10% e2e and 90% Foundation Learning. Therefore the Government is effectively promoting participation on a programme it feels ought to be phased out in the immediate future, to be replaced with one that does not set out to achieve the same ends.

More satisfactorily, the white paper also offered subsidies of £2,500 to employers taking on 16/17 year old Apprentices, supporting it is claimed up to 5,000 Apprenticeship placements for this group. Beyond this, there were commitments to better integrate Jobcentre Plus (JCP) and Connexions services to better cater for 16/17 year olds and to offer up to 10,000 work placements for young people - although this covered 14-19 year olds rather than specifically 16/17 year olds.
The raising of the participation age, whilst welcome, once again demonstrates the lack of pre-employment provision for this age group by shifting the emphasis of policy on 16 and 17 year olds away from employment for them as a discrete objective, and on to engagement in learning. 

We are therefore led to the conclusion that in general terms, the State is not committed to the prospect of 16 and 17 year olds being in work, certainly not to the same extent as it is with those aged 18+. Notwithstanding this, the vast majority of those of this age in full-time education get no financial support at all in any case; the vast majority of those out of work get no financial support either; those on e2e courses get a non-means tested £30/wk though this due to end with the phasing out of e2e and its replacement by Foundation Learning, which as noted earlier is actually a framework of qualifications and is not designed to promote employment as a primary objective.
Our view in summary
We are not therefore advocating that 16/17 year olds should be denied opportunities to pursue primarily education and training-based opportunities as opposed to those leading into employment. Indeed, we recognise that significant time and effort is being put into promoting the notion of Apprenticeships for 16/17 year olds. However, it must also be recognised that there are very many in this age group for whom Apprenticeships (and indeed qualification-based routes in general) are not, for one reason or another, an attractive, viable or appropriate option, and for unemployed people in this group the only alternative provision available will soon be that which leads to qualification; and furthermore, not necessarily work-based learning, which was, of course, identified by Lord Leitch as having a critical role to play in upskilling the UK workforce to meet the challenges facing us in the globally competitive market that now exists. It seems that the structure of provision is being led towards ensuring that this age group are just doing something, as opposed to ensuring that they are given the opportunity to do what is right for them. Merely offering employers subsidies to take on 16 and 17 year old Apprentices does not solve the problem for those amongst them not able to take up such opportunities even if they are offered.
One possible solution are what are currently known as Programme-Led Apprenticeships (PLAs) whereby young people are taken into what is effectively full-time education with the intent to commence them on an employed status Apprenticeship as one becomes available. ALP has long felt that many of these, usually college based, programmes are not in fact  "Apprenticeships" at all, as an Apprenticeship should in our view be an employer located programme only, although we do accept that are instances where a degree of training is necessary before employment can be taken up. Although the future of PLAs in their current form is now limited, we would however note that the fundamental principle of training, especially employer located training, leading to some form of employed work-based training is a sound one, and it is to be hoped that this structure of learning and employment linkage is not lost in the move to lose off the job/non-employer located PLAs.

FL does not solve the problem either. It is a qualification-based framework that does not necessarily encourage work-based learning, just learning in its more general sense. Many unemployed youngsters in this age group will only recently have left behind what they perceive to be a troubled and ineffective school system, and yet we are saying that the only option (beyond Apprenticeships, for which they may not be suited or just not yet ready) for them now is more of the same type of situation. 

Financial support for this cohort is also compromised, as there are no plans to extend non-means tested Education Maintenance Allowances to FL students, even if they would otherwise have been eligible for the e2e programme (for which no means testing is currently used). They are largely unable to claim JSA and their options for other forms of benefit are also limited and complex to apply for.

It will be claimed that the £2500 "golden hello" for employers taking on 16/17 year old Apprentices is indicative of the Government's commitment to employment for this age group; however what is a good idea in principle is beset by a range of operational difficulties, not least the fact that the timescale in which the offer is available expires at the end of March 2010. Coupled with its delineation of eligibility only to those 16/17 year olds who are actually unemployed - those on PLAs awaiting a move to full-time employment (including those on an employer located PLA, where there is already an employer involved who might be persuaded by this offer to convert to an employed Apprenticeship) are out of scope - and to SMEs only, we consider it will be difficult for this scheme to live up to its potential - and in any event it is not even designed to be a sustainable solution in anything beyond the very short-term.

One ALP member in a letter to a senior Government official on the 17th December 2009 described the problem succinctly:

"I am convinced that if you offer any NEET learner from around the country, London, Liverpool, Manchester who is doing nothing but laying in bed, or hanging round on street corners the option of doing 1) more of the same, 2) trying an e2e programme and getting £30pw to do so, or 3) committing to a Foundation Learning programme and possibly getting £10, £20 or £30pw if they fill out the forms, send in any necessary evidence and then qualify.... which proved to be such a disaster 2 years ago, what option do you really and honestly believe they are going to take last?"

Whilst in some respects this may overstate the case - clearly not all NEETs would react this way - it nevertheless highlights the issue that with the loss of e2e in particular, there is a widening gap in provision for those aged 16/17, unemployed and not ready or able to take on qualification-based learning. The State is refusing to appreciate that for such people, provision primarily designed (or at least marketed) to provide a route into employment is the best way to get them to re-engage in society in general and with work-based learning as a realistic and applicable concept.
As outlined above, we have been seriously concerned at the proposal to abolish e2e in view of the lack of any suitable equivalent replacement. In reply to our member quoted above, the DCSF wrote to an ALP member on the 21st December 2009 that:

"Foundation Learning aims to build on the best of E2E and to help more young people reach their full potential by recognising more of the learning outcomes from activities they undertake.
Learners will still be able to continue with their learning activities but there will be the opportunity to get that learning recognised using the Qualification and Credit Framework (QCF).  These qualifications are designed to be more inclusive and flexible than previously, lowering the hurdle into accredited learning......Evidence shows that some young people benefit hugely from accredited learning, that it helps motivate learners and build their self confidence.  This leads directly into the related aim of Foundation Learning, to help increase the numbers of young people that progress onto other routes like Diplomas, Apprenticeships, GCSEs or for some, independent living or supported employment."

In our view, this completely - and probably deliberately - misses the point at issue. We do not demur from the fact that FL enables more learning activity to be counted as accredited; our issue is firstly that for many young people any form of learning that looks formalised is an instant turn-off when they have only just left a turbulent period of schooling behind them. e2e had the advantage of being able to be marketed as a wide-ranging and holistic programme to address a variety of barriers to the labour market and to social re-engagement in general underpinned by a desire to return to work and learning, and this is simply not possible under FL which almost by definition does not concentrate on employment.
Our recommendations:
1. The education and training of 16/17 year olds is vitally important and we are supportive of the notion that it should continue beyond the compulsory schooling age. We believe in principle that the raising of the participation age is a positive move. We are however concerned at the capacity of the infrastructure to provide a suitable range of options for 16 and 17 year olds when moves are in hand to effectively lose the vast majority of work-related and (crucially) employer-located training opportunities for this cohort unless tied to specific qualifications.
2. We see no reason why e2e should be lost in the move to FL, which will effectively become the only form of pre-employment provision for 16/17 year olds. The loss of e2e in particular is neither desirable nor wise. It would be perfectly possible to retain e2e as a programme under FL, offering learning aims under the QCF whilst also funding its wider aims and objectives. 

3. DWP must review its suite of provision to consider commissioning new provision for unemployed 16/17 year olds, or enabling their eligibility for existing provision. There is no structural reason for example, why a person of this age should not be allowed to participate in provision funded under the Flexible New Deal. The only barrier to their participation at the moment is a relatively arbitrary age limitation.
4. Financial support for this group must be urgently reviewed. There is an issue of fairness involved whereby a 16/17 year old is required to pay taxes and NI but is unable to receive JSA or many other forms of financial support available to just about every other taxpayer in the country. This appears to be a clear case of discrimination solely on the basis of age, which in principle is now illegal in this country.

5. Further to point 4 above, the provision of non-means tested EMAs to certain cohorts of young people should be continued. The argument runs that under FL it is difficult to identify them, and so it is, because FL does not employ the criteria that e2e uses to identify who it is suitable for. This, in turn, is because FL is not, and never has been, a suitable or adequate replacement for e2e. If e2e - or a rebadged variant of it - were to be continued under the FL banner, then non means-tested EMAs would be able in principle to be continued.
6. Whilst the sum of the moves above would necessarily involve more expense, the indirect costs of having an unemployed young person refusing to participate in any programme under the FL, and thereby remaining NEET, would be greater. The situation as it stands also gives rise to concerns about criminalising young people for no more than being victims of circumstance. If joined-up Government is to mean anything it should mean recognising that the costs of supporting young people do not neatly fit into departmental boundaries and expenditure definitions. A much broader view is required in order to effectively tackle the problem.
� Child Benefit can continue to be paid for 16 and 17 year olds who are unemployed but registered as available for work or work-based learning during CBEP. This is not however paid directly to the young person but to the household.


� "Building Britain's Recovery: Achieving Full Employment", DWP, p.27, para 33


� Copies of this correspondence are held by ALP. For confidentiality reasons the authors are not cited on this paper.


� Copies of this correspondence are held by ALP. For confidentiality reasons the authors are not cited on this paper.
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