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About AoC 

The Association of Colleges (AoC) represents more than 90 per cent of the 234 colleges in England 

incorporated under the Further and Higher Education Act 1992. English colleges educate over 1.7 

million students every year and employ approximately 106,000 full-time equivalent staff. Further 

education colleges are an essential part of England’s education system. Whether it’s through top-class 

technical education, basic skills or lifelong learning, colleges help people of all ages and backgrounds 

to make the most of their talents and ambitions. Rooted in local communities, they are crucial in driving 

social mobility and providing the skills to boost local and regional economies. 

 

Introduction 

The Skills for Jobs White Paper and Skills & Post-16 Education Bill recognise the central role that colleges 

have in improving economic growth and in creating opportunities that will redress long-standing 

regional inequalities. Colleges stand ready to do more, for people, employers and communities. The 

White Paper and the Bill’s emphasis on skills and lifelong learning enjoys strong cross-party and cross-

sectoral support, which was evident during the debates on the Bill in the Lords and so far in the 

Commons.  

We welcome the limited but important changes to the legislation, and to other related policy areas, 

announced by the Secretary of State at second reading in the Commons and in subsequent statements, 

which addressed some of the further education’s sector’s concerns on these issues. It was also 

important to see skills, training and the work of colleges given a high priority in the recently published 

Levelling-Up White Paper, which largely set out more detail on the programmes and changes which 

were announced in last year’s spending review.  

Colleges are clear that further changes need to be made to strengthen the Skills Bill and ensure 

it meets the needs of learners, employers and communities. In this briefing we outline the four key 

priority issues where colleges believe the Bill needs to go further, and other key areas where we would 

like to see changes. 

1. Putting the Lifetime Skills Guarantee on a statutory footing and extending it to include 

subsequent level 3 courses so that those without an A-level or equivalent qualification, or who 

hold such qualification but would benefit from reskilling, are able to study a fully funded approved 

course. We’re supporting Chris Skidmore MP and Rob Halfon MP’s amendments on this. 

2. Reforming benefit entitlement rules so that that people that would benefit from attending 

college while unemployed don’t lose out – we’re supporting Peter Aldous MP’s amendment 2 

calling for a review of Universal Credit conditionality rules with a view to ensuring that all benefits 

encourage, rather than prohibit, education and training that will improve long-term job outcomes 

for claimants and support the economy’s skills needs. 

3. Affirming the role of colleges in co-constructing Local Skills Improvement Plans (LSIPs) - to 

ensure that the training on offer efficiently meets the need of local areas and there is a well joined-

up education and skills system locally. We’re supporting Peter Aldous MP’s amendment on this. 

4. Enshrining the creation of a national 10-year education and skills strategy sitting across 

government to deliver on wider policy agendas and to give stability and coherence to all parts of the 

system. A national strategy would also provide leadership for LSIPs and an accountability 

mechanism for the whole system which is lacking now. 



Where the Bill needs to be strengthened – key priorities for colleges: 

1. Putting the Lifetime Skills Guarantee on a statutory footing and extending it to include 

subsequent level 3 courses to unlock retraining for even more people.  

 

• The Lifetime Skills Guarantee introduces a free entitlement to a set of Level 3 (A level/ BTEC 

equivalent) qualifications and is incredibly welcome.  

• However, the list is far too restrictive, and colleges should be trusted and held accountable for 

making the right decisions on what is a relevant course. Many people will need to retrain/ reskill 

who already have a level 3 qualification, so the entitlement should include subsequent qualifications 

as needed.  

 

Why should people be able to take another level 3 qualification? 

• Changes in the world of work mean many people who already have a Level 3 qualification will need 

to be able to study for a subsequent qualification at this level. Parliament implemented an 

entitlement to a first full Level 3 qualification to those under the age of 25 in 2009 via section 88 of 

the Apprenticeships Skills Children and Learners Act. 

• The Lifetime Skills Guarantee extends this entitlement beyond those aged under 25 to all adults. 

The post-18 review recommended an all-age Level 3 entitlement and the government has now put 

this into effect - but only to a limited list of Level 3 qualifications and only for those that don’t have 

one. For example, an adult who is made unemployed and needs to retrain but already has a Level 3 

will not be able to access the entitlement.  

• We are pleased that the Education Secretary announced during his speech to our annual conference 

in November that in April 2022, the Government will be launching a pilot which will see adults who 

earn below the national living wage able to undertake National Skills Fund Level 3 qualifications for 

free. This is a positive and significant move - but much more needs to be done to ensure people are 

able to retrain and reskill. 

Supportive amendments  

We’re urging you to support the following amendments on this: 

• NC7 in the name of Chris Skidmore MP that places the Lifetime Skills Guarantee on a statutory 

footing and extends it to include subsequent level 3s.  

• NC2 in the name of Rob Halfon MP – subsection 1 also places the Lifetime Skills Guarantee on a 

statutory footing.  

 

2. Reforming benefit entitlement rules so that that people that would benefit from attending 

college while unemployed don’t lose out. 

 

• Too many people who are unemployed are not being directed to advice and training that could get 

them into good jobs because of a disconnected system and conflicting incentives across education 

and welfare. Current education and training initiatives do not operate in tandem and are difficult to 

make work for people, JCP, employers, and colleges.  

• People are held back from entering education and training because they risk losing out on 

unemployment benefits due to the current rules. This was historically the ’16 hour rule’ – but persists 

under the new Universal Credit system.  

• The current foremost employment challenge is to bring back into work many people who are 

inactive. Their barriers will often include lack of relevant and up to date skills. They will struggle to 

access jobs without some intervention of advice, support and training, but it is unlikely that they will 

be given time to carry that out under the current rules and culture of JCP.  



• For example, someone currently in receipt of Universal Credit will lose access to benefits if they take 

up the Lifetime Skills Guarantee of a fully funded first Level 3 qualification or other further education 

qualification, and there is no other source of financial support (other than extremely limited 

discretionary support provided by an individual college). 

• As the labour market develops at pace, as a report from the Economy 2030 Inquiry states, “the 

increased structural change and job turnover that we expect might place pressure on the work-first 

approach that underpins both social security and welfare and skills policy more generally.”  

• Whilst we are awaiting a consultation on, and implementation of, the Lifelong Loan Entitlement 

(initially set to be introduced from 2025), opportunities to offer the transformational benefits of 

education and training to employability, whilst being able to afford to live, must be found.   

• The Government has recognised the need to support people into jobs as part of the education and 

skills reforms. A reciprocal move from DWP is needed to remove existing barriers to people gaining 

the skills they need whilst unemployed.   

• The cost of taking no action is fewer people in stable and meaningful jobs, slower economic growth 

and bigger tax burdens.  

• Additionally, young people who spend long periods of time unemployed and out of education are 

less likely to be unemployed in future and may face greater chances of physical and mental illness. 

Modelling from The Prince’s Trust and the Learning and Work Institute suggests the economic cost 

of higher youth unemployment in terms of lost national output is forecast to be £5.9bn in 2021, 

peaking at £6.9bn in 2022 and falling to £2.1bn in 2025.  

• That’s why we’re calling for a review that would enable an evidence-based understanding of 

barriers to training for claimants, allow for learnings from recent policy initiatives such as Skills 

Bootcamps and identify opportunities to better support the levelling up agenda by giving people the 

skills they need, and supporting employers to address workforce gaps.  

 

Supportive amendment  

We’re urging you to support amendment NC5 in the name of Peter Aldous MP calling for a review 

of Universal Credit conditionality rules. This amendment is intended to ensure greater flexibility for 

potential students in receipt of Universal Credit to take up appropriate training that will better equip 

them for employment. 

 

3. Affirming the role of colleges in co-constructing Local Skills Improvement Plans (LSIPs) - 

describing and enshrining their role, together with their abilities to challenge and prompt further 

work where they believe this to be required.  

Why do we need to enshrine the role of colleges in co-constructing LSIPs?  

• The skills reform agenda is seeking to develop a more resilient and better networked skills system 

able to deliver on both national and local priorities. Achieving this demands that colleges and other 

providers are not passive recipients of LSIPs (which could be the consequence of clauses 2 and 22 

of the Bill) but are empowered to co-produce the plans. This would recognise their expertise and 

the crucial role they have to play in interpreting and stimulating articulated employer demands.  

• There are currently eight LSIP trailblazer areas operating across England, with colleges at the heart 

of these programmes. The learnings so far are that this new approach can really work – at its best, 

it is strengthening and building upon existing relationships while also bringing new partners to the 

conversation, and helping to ensure the collective focus is on the long-term skills needs of a locality. 

• However, participating colleges have also been eager to share feedback on where the approach can 

and should be developed as it comes to be rolled out nationally.  

• A key learning has been that the new model has to involve a genuine partnership – a two-way street 

- between employers, FE providers and other key stakeholders such as elected Mayors and local 

government – developing an ongoing strategic dialogue which involves FE providers stimulating and 

https://www.princes-trust.org.uk/about-the-trust/research-policies-reports/2021-facing-the-future-employment-prospects-for-young-people-#:~:text=The%20Prince's%20Trust%20helps%20young,needed%20to%20stabilise%20their%20lives.


challenging employers to look at long-term priorities, not just the more immediate skills needs they 

face.  

• That partnership will require colleges and employers to design jobs that are attractive in a tight 

labour market, as well as provide the skills for people to secure them. The skills element alone will 

not help many employers meet their recruitment difficulties because we have the tightest labour 

market on record. Stimulating demand for skills is as much an employer role as it is a college role.  

• It would be a highly retrograde step if LSIPs come to be plans that are passed on to FE providers to 

deliver, rather than being genuinely co-constructed.  

• Colleges have real expertise in understanding and interpreting the future skills needs of employers 

of all sizes, and it is critical that the reforms both empower and hold colleges responsible to do much 

more here.  

• The Government have already amended the Bill to ensure that Mayoral Combined Authorities are 

formal co-constructors of the Bill, and we believe that they should extend this to further education 

providers. 

 

Supportive amendment  

We’re urging you to support amendment 2 in the name of Peter Aldous MP that would provide for 

ERBs to develop LSIPs in partnership with local further education providers. This would ensure that the 

training on offer efficiently meets the need of local areas and there is a well joined-up education and 

skills system locally. 

 

4 Creating a national 10-year education and skills strategy sitting across government  

 

Why is a 10-year education and skills strategy needed? 

• We believe that the reform programme would be strengthened through the development of a 

national post 16 education and skills strategy, that is developed and held across government – and 

to which LSIPs would make reference to, applying these priorities to their local context. 

• Currently there is a lack of a comprehensive, long-term education and skills plan that brings together 

all parts of the system towards the same vision. Different parts of the system have different policy 

priorities and initiatives.  

• National labour market and employer priorities such as green skills, construction, digital, health and 

NHS require a national approach, supported in every area of the country by consistent and 

concerted actions. It would be a missed opportunity if every LSIP took a wholly different approach 

to these national priorities.  

• The current reform agenda is not sufficiently addressing this. It deals with only one part of the 

system (ie colleges), without exploring the need for complementary alignment with universities, 

schools, and other providers.  

• This means that the role of education and skills in addressing wider policy priorities and strategies 

are not always recognised, for example the role of colleges in welfare, health and net-zero policies.  

What does change look like? 

• We very much welcome the amendment the Government have previously made to the Bill which 

ensures that LSIPs must make reference to national sustainability strategies. We believe this can 

and should go further, tying in other relevant strategic priorities across government – ensuring we 

can be confident that LSIPs across the country are delivering in a coherent and joined-up manner, 

applied in their local context and in light of local priorities too. 

• The strategy should also ensure alignment to strategies for jobs, levelling-up, public health and the 

net zero plan. This strategy should be owned by a cross-departmental ministerial taskforce/ body, 

with DFE, BEIS, DWP, DLUHC and others represented. It must also have meaningful input from 

employers, colleges, and trade and student unions. 



Other key issues: 
1. To embed careers information, advice and guidance (CIAG) as an element of delivery as part 

of the new LSIPs, applying to all post-16 providers - since January 2018, secondary schools across 

England have been required by law to allow other education and training providers access to their 

pupils to inform them of technical and vocational qualifications. This regulation is known as the 

Baker clause after its author, Lord Baker. However, compliance has been very poor and this needs 

to be addressed to ensure young people understand the options available to them in the technical 

and vocational education system. We’re supporting Robert Halfon MP’s amendment NC3 on 

this. 

 

2. Embedding sustainability and the role of colleges in delivering a net-zero carbon economy 

into the Bill and wider reform agenda - including in the strategic outcomes for colleges, with the 

capital investment to match, and to include obligations or directions for colleges to cover education 

for sustainable development. This should include the role of colleges in the transition to a net zero 

carbon economy reflected in the agreed strategic outcomes that colleges are expected to work 

collectively to support, in partnership with employers. Prior to report stage in the Lords, the 

Government published an amendment of their own to the Bill that would require LSIPs to consider 

green skills, climate change and the environment, which we very much welcome. We’re supporting 

Chris Skidmore MP’s amendment NC4 on this. 

 

3. Creating a maintenance support system that enables everyone to live well whilst studying or 

training at college across both FE and HE - as proposed by Sir Philip Augar’s independent review 

of post 18 education and funding, student maintenance should be extended to cover students in 

further as well as higher education. This would ensure adults are able to afford to live while in 

relevant education and training and could be restricted to only be available for the Lifelong Loan 

Entitlement and Lifetime Skills Guarantee. Work would have to be done to align a system of grants 

and loans with the benefits system so that everyone can access the support and funding they need. 

 

4. Removing the Equivalent or Lower Qualification (ELQ) rule - which places funding restrictions 

on those who wish to pursue a qualification at a level equivalent to or lower than one they already 

hold, acting as a barrier for adults seeking to reskill. Most students who hold a higher education 

qualification are currently not eligible for fee loans for a second qualification at the same or a lower 

level. Under current ELQ funding rules therefore, with the exception of a small number of exempt 

courses, individuals wishing to reskill at Levels 4, 5 and 6 are not eligible for fee and maintenance 

loans and need to self-fund. These funding restrictions are a barrier for adults seeking to reskill. 

Higher level skills at Levels 4, 5 and 6 are key to unlocking productivity, and a relaxation of ELQ rules 

is a fundamental strand of a lifelong right to retrain.  

 

5. Creating a duty on schools and universities to collaborate with colleges and employers in the 

development of LSIPs - colleges do not work in isolation to meet the education and training needs 

of their communities; schools and universities are important parts of the system too and should 

therefore be part of the planning process. Clause 5 of the Bill creates duties on FE colleges and sixth 

form college corporations to have regard to local plans but there is no comparable duty for schools 

with sixth forms or 16-19 academies to pay any attention. Clause 31 of the Bill could result in more 

sixth form colleges converting to become 16-19 academies while the government’s Levelling Up 

white paper promises new 16-19 free schools. Academies and free schools have financial benefits 

which are not available to sixth form and FE colleges, for example the right to reclaim VAT, and many 

offer vocational qualifications including T levels, yet the bill excludes them from the planning 

process. A similar point applies to universities, 90 of whom are now apprenticeship training 

providers. Clearly the LSIP process will mainly focus on colleges and skills but it would be best to 



avoid creating variable obligations because this could result in inefficiency and disregard for the 

needs of students and employers.  

 

6. Clarifying the role and accountabilities of ERBs in developing their LSIPs - the role of ERBs will 

be very important in shaping local systems so clarity is needed about expectations, accountabilities 

and oversight in terms of what they are undertaking. There is a risk that some ERBs might represent 

a narrow group of employer voices, focus too much on current skills needs or be unwilling to take 

feedback. It’s important to ensure ERBs represent the voice of the full breadth of employer voices; 

focus on future demand and have appropriate governance. 

 

7. Establishing a joint requirement on ERBs and colleges to ensure that the views and priorities 

of the wider community are reflected in LSIPs - which must include the views and interests of 

students, students’ unions, trade unions, relevant community groups, agencies & local government. 

The voice of employers is critical – but it is also important that LSIPs reflect wider community 

priorities too. 

 

8. Affirming clear and robust accountabilities right across the new system - several different 

organisations currently represent employers including the CBI, IoD, FSB, sector-based trade 

associations and geographically-based chambers of commerce. Ensuring effective accountability 

across the system requires clarifying the accountabilities and oversight on ERBs leading LSIPs. 

 

9. Backing up legislative reforms with sustainable investment and measures that will support 

people and employers now, not just when the Lifelong Loan Entitlement is introduced from 

2025 - the government’s 2021 spending review includes a significant increase in the public spending 

on 16-to-18 education (up 26% between 2021-2 and 2024-5) but half of these funds are needed 

simply to keep pace with the growing 16-18 population. There should be a statutory commitment 

to return funding to where it would have been if it had kept up with demographic and inflationary 

pressures 10 years ago, and to index link this to inflation as a minimum. 

 

10. Setting out a national plan for English and maths to ensure all learners are supported to have 

the skills they need to succeed in their adult life, work and as active citizens - a new approach 

to the funding rules and curriculum content is needed to ensure young people have the skills they 

require for work and life. Colleges would like to work towards a policy which allows young people to 

develop English and maths skills appropriate to their individual needs and employer requirements. 

 

11. Ensuring apprenticeships policy and future reform of the apprenticeships levy align with the 

skills reform agenda - this is the third bill extending IFATE’s remit but there’s still a complex four-

way relationship between DfE, Ofqual, Ofsted and Ifate. Meanwhile, the number of young people 

taking apprenticeships has declined dramatically from a low base (now down to 60,000 annually).  

 

12. Ensuring there is adequate and effective access and successful outcomes for all learners with 

special educational needs and disabilities - there is very poor alignment between DWP and DfE 

strategies on supporting SEND students, with adults currently in receipt of disability benefits often 

losing out on benefit entitlements if they engage in education and training. Government should also 

commit to ensuring that the upcoming SEND Green Paper will actively align to the skills reform 

agenda, and describe the strategic oversight that will support this. 

You can find more detailed information on all of the points above in our evidence submission 

to the Public Bill Committee. 

For further information or to discuss these themes in more detail contact: 

David MacKenzie, Public Affairs Manager - david.mackenzie@aoc.co.uk / 07553 891837 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5802/cmpublic/SkillsPost16Education/memo/SPEB04.htm
mailto:david.mackenzie@aoc.co.uk

