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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 has been evident during the debates on the Bill in the Lords and the Commons. 

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

have been brought forward by the Government which address some of the concerns raised by Peers 

and shared by college leaders. 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. However, we are 

very disappointed that the welcome and important amendments made to the Bill in the House of Lords, 

which strengthened it significantly, were removed by the Government in the Commons.  

As the Bill returns to the Lords, we believe there are three issues that would benefit from further 

attention from Peers and that Government needs to take action on to ensure that the Bill meets 

the needs of learners, employers and communities. In this briefing we outline these priority issues, 

why they haven’t been adequately addressed by Government so far and why the change we are asking 

for does not require additional spending commitments. 

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

college while unemployed don’t lose out – we’re calling for a review of Universal Credit 

conditionality rules with a view to ensuring that our welfare and skills system together seek to 

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

for claimants and support the economy’s skills needs. In the Commons, the Government removed 

an amendment made in the Lords that would have introduced this review and did not support an 

amendment by Conservative MP Peter Aldous to re-introduce it at report stage.  

2. 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. The Government removed an amendment made in the Lords 

which would have enshrined the role of colleges in co-constructing LSIPs in the Bill, and did not 

support an amendment by Conservative MP Peter Aldous to re-introduce it at report stage. 

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

college while unemployed don’t lose out. 

Why is a review needed?  

• 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 skills and 

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

make work for people, Jobcentre Plus (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.”  

• 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.  

• 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.  

• 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.  

Why this issue has not been addressed by Government so far? 

• In response to parliamentarians’ call for a review, Government have said that the welfare system is 

not designed to fund maintenance support for those in education or training, and that financial 

support for students comes from the current system of learner loans and grants. 

• However, there is currently extremely minimal financial support for those seeking to train and 

retrain in an FE college – which might at best contribute to travel costs, but which are nothing like 

enough to support wider living costs. As such, adults that are forced to forgo their UC in order to 

study have to be supported by family or live off of savings that they might have, and otherwise are 

unable to study or train, and so stuck within the skills they need to secure sustainable employment.  

• While Advanced Learner Loans can help with tuition fee costs, there is no equivalent to university 

student maintenance support (in the form of either loans or grants) which supports people with 

living costs while they study. The Government recently published their consultation on the Lifelong 

Loan Entitlement, but this will not be introduced until 2025 at the earliest, and it is not clear what 

student maintenance support this would entail. Opportunities to offer the transformational benefits 

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

• The Government have also argued that there are already a number of ways people can study while 

claiming Universal Credit. At the moment, claimants can currently train or study full-time on 

specified courses which last 12 weeks, which is an extension from 8 weeks until April 2022 - and for 

up to 16 weeks for a full-time Skills Bootcamp, which is a welcome move. However, any further 

extension to the amount of study time is at the discretion of work coaches which leaves scope for 

inconsistency and unfairness as there is no clear eligibility guidance – and Skills Bootcamps, though 

extended for another year, are not an indefinite policy.  

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.


• Taken together, this means that a great many people will be unable to access a large number of 

courses that would support them into good, long-term fulfilling employment. 

Are significant additional spending commitments are not required to deliver this review? 

• The Government have argued that it would not be inappropriate for the House of Lords to re-

introduce this amendment as they believe it would create significant financial cost by widening 

eligibility for Universal Credit. We don’t believe this to be the case – the successful amendment to 

the Bill passed in the Lords, put forward by the Bishop of Durham, would have simply brought about 

a review of these conditionality rules.  

• It would then be for Ministers to decide what action would need to be taken to address this, in light 

of the review – and so would be a matter well outside of this legislation.   

 

2. 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 but are empowered to co-produce them. 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 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 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.  

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

all sizes – it’s critical that the reforms both empower and hold colleges responsible to do much more.  

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

formal co-constructors of LSIPs, and we believe this should be extended to FE providers. 

Why this issue has not been addressed by Government so far? 

• The Government have said that while they agree that further education providers should help 

inform the development of LSIPs, they do not believe that this needs to included on the face of the 

legislation, as it will be set out in the statutory guidance. They have also said that the Bill already 

places duties on relevant providers to co-operate with designated local employer representative 

bodies to ensure their knowledge and experience directly inform the development of LSIPs. 

• However, colleges are clear that this new model has be a genuine strategic partnership between 

employers, FE providers and other key stakeholders, and they do not believe the Bill goes far enough 

to deliver that – indeed, it risks leaving other stakeholders as secondary figures. The risk is that LSIPs 



therefore reflect the immediate priorities of employers, without sufficient challenge from others to 

look at long term priorities, and indeed the ways in which employers will also have to change.  

• We recently supported college leaders in the eight LSIP trailblazer pilot areas to write to the 

Secretary of State for Education to set out why they believe, based on their experiences of the pilots 

so far, that the role of colleges needs to be strengthened on the face of the legislation, holding them 

jointly responsible for the development of local strategies. We share their belief that 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. 

Why significant additional spending commitments are not required to deliver this? 

• There would be no additional spending commitments required to ensure that colleges are genuine 

strategic partners in the development of LSIPs. 

 

3. 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.  

Why this issue has not been addressed by Government so far? 

• 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. However, 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. We believe it 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. 

Why significant additional spending commitments are not required to deliver this? 

• The creation of this strategy would not require any spending commitments, other than capacity for 

joint working across relevant government departments.  

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, please contact: 

David MacKenzie, Public Affairs Manager (AoC) – david.mackenzie@aoc.co.uk / 07553 891837 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5802/cmpublic/SkillsPost16Education/memo/SPEB04.htm
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