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21st century skills – realising our potential individuals, employers, nation
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

· The AAT fully supports the government’s stated objective of increasing the UK’s skill levels and encouraging lifelong learning to ensure the UK’s economy is competitive.

The AAT believes that the government will achieve this objective by retaining its focus on practical skills-based qualifications.  By providing more funding for vocational skills-based qualifications, rather than non skills-based qualifications, the government will send a clear message that its priority is to raise the employability of the UK workforce through the recognised and established qualifications framework.
However, we believe it is imperative that the government and its delivery agencies – the DfES, QCA and LSC - work more effectively together at national, regional and local level.  This consistency between policy and implementation is vital, as the outcome is affected where there is not a clear understanding or follow-through on the rationale behind policies at the implementation stage.

· The AAT believes that delivery of the current skills strategy, through national vocational qualifications, places too much emphasis on rigid rules and regulations, and not enough emphasis on fitness for purpose or the needs of the market.

More emphasis must be given to balancing employer and learner demand with the necessary incentive for training providers to deliver qualifications.  Government strategy, and the work of agencies supporting and implementing the strategy, must be focussed on skills and outcomes, not input and process.  

· The AAT believes that much work is still needed to raise the profile of skills-based qualifications and promote them as a professional and credible route to qualifications higher than NVQ level 4. 
The AAT’s qualifications complement the skills gaps at both level 2 and at associate professional or technical level as acknowledged in the 21st Century Skills paper.   The AAT offers a lifelong learning package and an excellent progression route from level 2 through to senior level qualifications.

For example, the AAT has developed a popular and successful fast-track route for those holding the AAT’s NVQ level 4 qualification to become a Chartered Accountant with the Institute of Chartered Accountants in England and Wales.  Chartered study has traditionally only been available to graduates and the opening up of the route to those with NVQ level 4 qualifications, and the success of those learners in their further studies, demonstrates very effectively the credibility and currency of vocational qualifications.

SKILLS DELIVERY AND ADMINISTRATION 

· The AAT believes it is imperative that the Government and its delivery agencies work more effectively together at national, regional and local level.  Specifically they need to convey consistent messages and implement their policies coherently.  This consistency between policy and implementation is vital, as the outcome is affected where there is not a clear understanding or follow-through on the rationale behind policies at the implementation stage.  Clearly this does not benefit anyone involved in the process and threatens successful implementation of sound policy.

The role of employers

· The AAT believes that information for employers should be made easier to access, and that national consistency is the key.  Whilst we recognise that skills needs vary according to region, there is a very clear need for more consistent interpretation of government policy.  The local Learning and Skills Councils, for example, can make very different decisions regarding the level of funding available for the same qualification; this having a negative impact on learners and employers, particularly those operating at a national level.

· The AAT agrees that it is important to review each sector’s need for new adult learning programmes and help individuals develop generic skills for their employability.  The AAT believes employers should play a key role in defining their sector’s key skill gaps, and that the Sector Skills Councils need to work effectively with the regulatory bodies to ensure there is enough flexibility to allow learning access for a wide range of people, including the unemployed.

· The AAT believes that development of an effective Sector Skills Council Network could be more problematic than the paper 21st Century Skills: Realising our potential suggests.  The AAT agrees that a Sector Skills Council (SSC) Network should be developed, but feels it is important to recognise that not all sectors will, for various reasons, be in a position to form a SSC.  In these cases it is important that the Sector Skills Development Agency works with sector representatives to ensure that expert/employer views, needs and experiences are represented.  As such, the AAT is disappointed that the proposal to establish “expert bodies” has been abandoned, especially as there has not yet been a clear decision as to who will perform the functions that expert bodies would have undertaken.

· The AAT believes that requiring SSCs to make regional contributions as well as national, means that SSCs can only function if they are large, well-resourced bodies.  This may not be possible in all sectors.  In addition, the proposal implies that the emphasis in determination of skills needs should be local. 

However, if there is under-representation of employers and employment opportunities in a particular region, there is a danger that the drive towards creating a broad skills base might be impeded.  It is important to recognise that learners should have access to a broad range of qualifications and that non-employment based qualifications can make a significant contribution to increasing national skill levels.

The learning framework

· The AAT supports making qualifications for adults more flexible by dividing up more learning programmes into units and speeding up the accreditation of new qualifications.  The AAT believes this has clear benefits; not least a move away from a “one size fits all” approach to quality assurance and greater flexibility in recognising the different assessment methods of different qualifications and awarding bodies.  This will ensure that course providers face the minimum level of bureaucracy necessary to ensure quality.

· The proposal to allow the creation of unit packages could potentially lead to a qualification which is made up of different units from different occupational standards, so the question of responsibility and quality assurance for the whole new package would need to be considered carefully.

· The AAT supports the principle of a credit framework for adults to help individuals and organisations package their own training programmes and build up a record of achievement towards qualifications.  However the creation of such a framework would be resource intensive.  It must be needs driven and clear with careful consultation and consideration needed to ensure learners and employers accept the framework.

It may be more effective to create the framework on a sector basis rather than as an all-encompassing exercise.  However the AAT believes the most critical and pressing task in relation to this proposal is to build on the work already undertaken to change perceptions so that vocational qualifications are seen as having real parity with academic qualifications.  The resources required to create a credit framework might be better employed on increased work in this area and the AAT believes that a full cost/benefit analysis should be undertaken to determine whether creating a credit framework is the best way to use limited resources.

· The AAT recognises that there are many initiatives and projects taking place in colleges, awarding bodies, higher education and regulatory bodies to help them to improve their effectiveness, work directly with employers and develop e-learning options.  There is likely to be much duplication of effort and, given the high development costs involved in such areas, the AAT would welcome a national government-based initiative to fund leading edge e-learning innovations that could be accessed by many.

· The AAT also welcomes any proposal to recognise the distinctive skills and qualities of private training providers, and bring them within the scope of public funding.  The AAT’s experience has shown that a significant proportion of AAT student members undertake their training through private sector providers and that this training is effective.

SKILLS FUNDING

· The AAT welcomes the government’s proposal to make additional funding available to encourage more organisations to train their staff, but believes the government must retain its focus on practical skills-based qualifications.  By offering more funding for skills-based qualifications, rather than non skills-based qualifications, the government will send a clear message that its priority is to raise the employability of the UK workforce through the recognised and established qualifications framework.

· The AAT fully supports the government’s proposal to guarantee free tuition to any adult without the basic level of employability skills (level 2).  This will encourage many individuals to raise their skill levels, and engage or re-engage adults in learning.

· However, the AAT is disappointed that the government’s support for higher skills development will not extend beyond level 3 qualifications.  The AAT recognises and agrees that there is a skills gap at “technician or associate professional level”, but our experience shows us that this level is more appropriately defined as being at level 4.  The AAT believes there is a danger in curbing an individual’s perception of their learning potential at level 3, just because a similar level of support and financial assistance is not available beyond that point.

Moreover, much work has been done to position level 4 qualifications as a credible practical route of worth in the employment market, as well as an alternative to a degree.  If learners know that funding for level 4 qualifications is at a reduced level in comparison to levels 2 and 3, those with a clear goal to work their way through to, and including, level 4 may be put off and not start on this route.

· Similarly, whilst supporting the proposed Adult Learning Grant to encourage adults back into learning proposal in principle, the AAT has reservations if it is to be funded at the expense of level 4 skills-based qualifications.

VOCATIONAL SKILLS FRAMEWORK

· The AAT believes ICT skills are essential in raising general employability, but believes they are best developed in conjunction with other learning.  The inclusion of ICT skills in the government’s Skills for Life programme is therefore to be welcomed, but recognition needs to be given to the fact ICT skills are already effectively integrated within some national occupational standards.  Recognition of this will avoid duplication of learning and assessment, and makes the ICT skills gained more meaningful and useable.

· The AAT supports any proposal to strengthen and extend Modern Apprenticeships, especially if the age cap is lifted to include adults (over 25).  However, we believe that continuous consideration needs to be given to making sure that the components of Modern Apprenticeships are considered practically and flexibly to avoid duplication of learning and assessment.  This particularly applies to the key skills and technical certificate elements where existing qualifications and external tests cover the necessary learning and assessment and are supported by employers.

In such cases, it is important that decisions about eligibility for key skills and technical certificate recognition are taken based on employer and learner needs, with each qualification considered individually rather than decisions based on a rigid set of requirements.  This will enable a greater number of employees to gain the necessary skills, knowledge and competence.  Recognition of prior learning is also important in meeting these needs.

· The AAT agrees that much work is still needed to raise the profile of skills-based qualifications among 14-19 year olds, as well as promoting vocational training as a professional and credible route to qualifications higher than level 4.  

· For example, the AAT has developed a popular and successful fast-track route for those with the level 4 AAT qualification who want to progress to become a Chartered Accountant with the Institute of Chartered Accountants in England and Wales.  Chartered study has traditionally only been available to graduates and the opening up of the route to those with level 4 qualifications, and the success of those learners in their further studies, demonstrates very effectively the credibility and currency of vocational qualifications

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

· The AAT was founded in 1980 and is one of the fastest growing professional bodies in the world.  It is the leading professional body for accounting technicians and has approximately 100,000 members worldwide.

· The AAT is sponsored by four of the major accountancy bodies in the UK: The Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy (CIPFA); The Institute of Chartered Accountants in England and Wales (ICAEW); The Chartered Institute of Management Accountants (CIMA); and The Chartered Institute of Chartered Accountants in Scotland (ICAS). 
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