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Background to Semta

Semta is the Sector Skills Council for Science, Engineering and Manufacturing Technologies.  Industry owned and led, Semta aims to increase the impact of skilled people throughout the science, engineering and manufacturing technologies sectors.

We work with employers to determine their current and future skills needs and to provide short and long term skills solutions, whether that be training and skills development, or campaigning with government and other organisations to change things for the better. Through our labour market intelligence and insights from employers across our sectors, we identify change needed in education and skills policy and practice, and engage with key industry partners and partners in the education and training sector, to help increase productivity at all levels in the workforce.

The sectors we represent are: Aerospace; Automotive; Bioscience; Electrical; Electronics; Maintenance; Marine; Mathematics; Mechanical; Metals and Engineered Metal Products.

Semta is part of the network of 25 employer-led Sector Skills Councils.

1. Are we correct to focus on better apprenticeships and lifelong learning as the best way of achieving our aim of improving the nation’s skills?

Semta’s employers wholeheartedly support the concept of lifelong learning, and the engineering sectors in Semta’s footprint have a long-standing tradition of high quality apprenticeship delivery.  In science, engineering, and manufacturing technology, the speed of technological change is such that all employees need to continually update their skills, while entrants to the sector require a solid grounding in both the principles and application of engineering (which is provided by the apprenticeship). 
Apprentices

Engineering has always had a high proportion of apprentices at Advanced level, and Semta has been concerned that the expansion in apprenticeship has, until now, been largely in the Level 2 programme at a national level.
The value of the apprenticeship programme structure is in its combination of off-the-job learning and on-the-job competence, mixed with wider “key” skills.  It is imperative that, in the rush to meet the Leitch / Comprehensive Spending Review / Public Sector Agreement targets, the programme is not compromised or its rigour reduced. 
The requirement for a solid grounding is also apparent in all the pharmaceutical and biotechnology industries but there is no tradition of apprenticeships – Semta is currently addressing this through the development of the Life Science apprenticeship in Scotland, and through its Sector Skills Agreement work with the Bioscience Sector.
Lifelong learning

There is an intrinsic cost to lifelong learning, which means there is a need for agreement between employers, individuals and the government. The provision of learning and skills attainment ideally would be seen by employers as a natural business cost like raw materials and power. Furthermore in times of recession companies should be training harder so that they are ideally placed to expand again once recession is over. Employees must bring enthusiasm and commitment to learning, as well as understanding of the true costs, providers must be flexible, demand driven and properly funded, and the government must provide funding to initiate and encourage a culture of training.
The UK as a whole subsidises academic development to a very high level and yet expects companies to self-fund the equivalent for vocational development. For example, the UK subsidises the training of engineering undergraduates, half of whom do not go into industry. The half that do go into industry generally have no vocational competence. Yet the government is slow to support level 4 training for those already in industry and who would be able to make an even greater contribution with further development. 
The National Skills Academy for Manufacturing and Semta are working to overcome barriers to learning by instigating a paradigm shift in the perception and execution of learning. There is very likely to be a need for pump-priming support to encourage people to begin the journey. There is a key role here for the Academies to support this paradigm shift. NSA-M are doing this via their Advanced Learning Programme for trainers, the learning engine and the supporting e-portal.

2. Can we be confident that FE colleges would use the freedoms we propose and the special funding to help tackle the NEETs problem and to reverse the decline in adult learning?
Semta has been working with the National Forum of Engineering Centres (NFEC) on the planning for Leitch target attainment. Central to Semta’s approach is to tackle skill shortages in the employed adult population aged 25 to 50 yrs. Our target numbers for Leitch are based on the majority being adult apprentices. We believe that FE has a vital contribution to make in assisting employers to meet their skills shortages.
We are less convinced that FE can tackle the NEETS issue alone. We believe this will need a multi- agency approach (including the National Skills Academies), with additional support and incentives, both for the individual and the training provider.  FE can have a good deal of credibility with those for whom school was not an appropriate learning environment.
In terms of reversing the decline in adult learning, we believe that FE can also be instrumental, for example, in bringing a science technician career platform back onto the skills agenda (for some time the glut of first degree graduates on the job market has lead to employment as technicians but the demographics are against this continuing).
3. How can we encourage more STEM apprenticeships?
Promote the earnings differential

Employed apprentices in STEM subjects (as opposed to those who are on a “programme-led” scheme) earn significantly more than some other sectors.  We do not believe that young people are usually aware of this differential when considering their options post 16 and post 18.  More could be done to make them aware of how much they will earn both during and after their apprenticeship.

Address diversity issues

Many sectors suffer from extremes of gender split in their recruitment of apprentices.  It is clear that those entering apprenticeship are not looking (or being encouraged to look) outside the traditional sectors for their gender.
Get more school leavers up to standard

Apprenticeships in STEM subjects require a certain level of prior achievement – particularly in mathematics.  With a disappointingly small proportion of the cohort achieving this entry requirement at the age of 16, apprenticeships are competing for the “best” students with the academic route, and often fail.  If more young people reached the required standard during compulsory education, there would be more young people suitable for apprenticeships in the “pool” of potential STEM apprenticeship recruits.

Encourage STEM employers to offer STEM apprenticeships
This could be done in a number of ways, all linked to funding.  After all, why should companies have to pay to develop apprentices when academic learning is free? What is the difference between academic and vocational capability? Both have a role to play in addressing economic need, so why penalise one and not the other?
· Provide funding for the company to cover the salary of the apprentice while they are completing their initial off-the-job training
· Provide funding for small firms to enable them to support and train apprentices – many small firms lack in-house expertise in mentoring and support, and cannot spare skilled employees to learn these skills and mentor apprentices

· Provide more funding to providers and employers in recognition of the fact that STEM apprenticeships can take significantly longer than apprenticeships in other sectors (average length of stay for Engineering Advanced Apprentices = 146 weeks, Business Administration = 61 weeks).  The funding is currently calculated to a formula which reflects some of this differential, but by no means all.

Encourage training providers to offer STEM apprenticeships
Training providers can find themselves struggling to maintain the necessary facilities and staffing to deliver apprenticeship support (whether they provide most of the training, or just support the Technical Certificate for an employer-based programme).  In Engineering in particular, plant and premises require constant maintenance and updating, while recruitment of appropriate trainers and assessors is a continual concern.  Specialists in areas such as CNC programming can earn double the salary of an FE tutor if they stay in industry, while tutors are expected to have additional skills and qualifications in teaching, as well as being highly technically skilled.

Providers who offer such high cost programmes should therefore receive funding and recognition commensurate with this requirement for investment.

Boosting STEM apprenticeships in non-STEM companies
We are aware that successful STEM apprentices are much in demand by other sectors, for roles such as Maintenance.  At the moment, there seems to be an expectation that the engineering sector will train these individuals, and other sectors will simply employ them at a higher salary once they are qualified.  It would be useful if it were government policy to actively encourage companies who recruit our apprentices to contribute to the expansion of the programme, by investing themselves in their own engineering and STEM apprenticeships.
Are the frameworks fit for purpose?
As the SSC responsible for developing apprentice programmes for our sector, we are confident that the frameworks are flexible and appropriate for the vast majority of employers.  We have to continually balance the desire of employers to run apprenticeship schemes which are very specific to their particular needs, and their expectation that former apprentices which they recruit will have had a very broad introduction to a wide range of skills.  The Engineering Apprenticeship framework contains a large number of options and units within qualifications, which can be combined to tailor the programme to a particular employer’s needs.

Many employers are adamant that the Semta framework is what they want, see it as necessarily more demanding and rigorous than other apprenticeships, and are very concerned that it could be watered down to help Leitch targets to be achieved.

4. Do you agree that adult apprenticeships are a key way to encourage employer-based training?
Semta is very enthusiastic about adult apprenticeship as a tool to upskill the existing workforce to the high levels the sector will need in the future.  We have piloted several schemes, which have demonstrated the interest of companies and individuals in these programmes, and their potential to meet employer skill needs.  We would also encourage adult apprenticeships to be used to facilitate discipline-changing / cross-skilling, in those industries which are in particular need of such skills ‘transport’.
Semta has identified a significant ‘big dip’ in competences in engineering aged between 25-40, which suggests there was a timeband of low development/attainment through the education system.  However, adult apprenticeships are currently funded at a lower rate than those for young people, and some employers may perceive this as companies having to subsidise the poor previous performance of schools.
Adult apprenticeship programmes must lead to a genuine upskilling of the individual, and it is imperative that they are not just seen as quick courses to “top-up” an individual’s knowledge – if all that the employer requires is short courses or NVQs, these should be funded separately, they should not have to start the apprenticeship programme to access funding.  We accept that adults often progress more quickly through apprenticeship programmes, as some of their prior skills can be accredited, and they do not require such extensive qualifications structures.  However, we know that employers expect an individual who “graduates” from an adult apprenticeship programme to have exactly the same level of competence and capability as a young person – the outcome of these programmes must be the same.
We believe that adult apprenticeship will be particularly successful where trade unions support it, and where they are able to convince the individual of the value of an apprenticeship.   

Our employers are adamant that standards MUST be maintained in an adult apprenticeship, with no compromise on the outcome.  They also support the use of the term “apprenticeship” for adults, as it indicates this quality is comparable to the programme for young people.
It is also worth considering the salary issues of someone entering a training programme who was previously fully employed – an employer may feel that the individual less productive if some of their time is now being spent on training, so cannot continue to pay them at their old salary for the duration of the programme. However, most employers put apprentices on training rates while they are learning, but offer opportunities for overtime so that adults can add to their earnings.
5. Are there other barriers to providing apprenticeships that we should consider?
The economic situation is a continuing concern, particularly for employers in sectors where the apprenticeship programmes are lengthy.  During times of economic uncertainty, companies will inevitably think twice before embarking on a programme which can run for four years.

As mentioned previously, the conflict between specific employer demands, and the need for portability for the individual could be a barrier to further apprenticeship expansion – SSCs hold the key here in developing frameworks which are able to address these issues.
Semta is very concerned over the current situation with qualifications – our efforts to work with the Qualifications and Credit Framework have been extensive but have not yet delivered the improvements we are hoping for.  A real potential barrier to apprenticeships in the future is the work being done, effectively “breaking down” NVQs and changing them beyond recognition in order to fit the QCF.  As the NVQ forms the basis of apprenticeship combined with the technical certificate, we have strong concerns in this area. We recommend that sectors which have a strong track record of delivering NVQs and VQs (Engineering delivers 70,000 per annum) should be allowed to continue using this successful brand. It has taken the engineering industry 20 years to come to terms with NVQs. Moving to the QCF framework will significantly damage our ability to hit the Leitch targets as employers are unable to understand the credit based system. This is especially the case for young people who need full easily delivered and understood qualifications. We understand that adults may find a QCF approach worthwhile, but the same effect can be had from completing units of NVQs. 
NVQs can be improved but, even in their current state, are far better than any current alternative for Work-based Learning and are now being understood and accepted by industry. Any changes within the QCF should be wholly consistent with the NVQ philosophy.

6. How should we best simplify the inspection and audit regime for training?
The new Ofsted should provide the first and last line of defence in ensuring that apprenticeship delivery remains high quality. There is so much change proposed to every area of apprenticeship delivery, that the need for auditing and quality control remains paramount. Furthermore, training providers have become used to the current regime and requirements of inspection, and further changes will compound the increasing sense of bewilderment that training providers already feel about the enormity of proposed changes under the current government.
National Skills Academies can certainly play a part in raising standards. However, the only way in which a small organisation such as NSA-M contemplate auditing standards is to insist on annual self-auditing via the submission of an electronic portfolio of evidence, and learner/employer endorsement, via our learning management portal. 

7. Do you support the idea of a single, streamlined funding agency for FE colleges?
We would support the idea of a single agency for the funding of FE colleges.  Apprenticeship funding is being devolved to the local authorities and will inevitably lead to a lack of uniformity in national approach.  This could be compounded if colleges were funded in the same way.
However, any change to the current system must reflect a benefit to the ‘customer’ of FE – whether that be the individual or an employer. Otherwise, the provider will simply be having to adapt to a new system, without any tangible improvement in their service.

Employers want local solutions applied to national standards. It is imperative and indeed beneficial to have one managing body for this to avoid a post-code lottery. It is also critical that specialist national networks are encouraged to serve specific needs of sectors. In both cases the National Skills Academies could play a vital role in setting, training and auditing standards.

8. Will the FE sector be able to respond to the opportunities created by greater freedom?
Recent reviews of potential innovation opportunities in the FE sector suggests that, in reality, FE does not enjoy a great deal of freedom.  Instead, it has been bound by a ‘tick box’ mentality that drives inappropriate behaviour and leads to poor results in boosting UK plc’s performance.  We do have some concerns that prior experience suggests the FE sector has not been able to respond appropriately to previous attempts to increase their ‘freedom’.  This may have been due to the imposition of strict targets which skewed behaviour – if true freedom and a ‘demand-led’ system is to become a reality, FE must be able to work flexibly within agreed targets.  With support from the National Skills Academies and technological enablers like the QLBS analysis/diagnostic tools, and the learning portal, FE could take a much greater role in supporting the advancement of local business performance. 

Semta is working with the FE sector through the National Forum of Engineering Centres on a global strategy for delivery of the Leitch apprenticeship targets.  Streamlining funding policy in these circumstances will enable the Leitch delivery targets to be funded appropriately. We would welcome the re-establishment of the Further Education Funding Council.
9. How should the Community Learning Fund function in order to arrest the decline in adult learning?
While by its very nature, this is aimed at encouraging collectives/organisations to take it upon themselves to learn, it is likely to have greater impact if it took account of professional learning capabilities – for example, the NSA-M / Association of Learning Providers’ programme with mentoring/ training delivered/ supported by/ or in association with FE.

10. How can the extra resources given to Sector Skills Councils be best deployed to fulfil their new functions?
Naturally, Semta welcomes the prospect of additional funding to support their core activities.  Each SSC will need the freedom to apply these resources to those areas which may currently be weak, or areas for which employers have articulated an additional need (eg occupational standard development for those sectors which are currently not well supported, careers guidance for sectors of critical importance to the economic future of the UK, apprenticeship development in non-traditional sectors, etc).
The probable loss of certification of apprenticeships to the National Apprenticeship Service is a major concern to SSCs, as the certification process provides a mechanism to monitor quality control and completion rates. Furthermore, any reduction in income to the SSC (as Semta is experiencing through the abolition of the NVQ levy) is very significant, especially for those SSCs who have large apprentice populations 
The accreditation role of the SSCs needs to be strengthened, as they are guardians of the required industry standards for their sectors. They must play a pivotal role in ensuring that apprenticeship frameworks are fit for purpose and meet employer’s requirements.
They must also be in a position to be able to analyse skills demands for their sectors and co-ordinate resources to meet these needs – it requires extensive resources to produce accurate and useful Labour Market Information and analysis which can then be used in economic planning, skills planning, careers guidance, etc.
On the matter of bureaucracy there has been an enormous increase in training system bureaucracy by the adoption of the QCAs Qualifications and Credit Framework. In engineering and science we believe this will treble the complexity of the current National Qualifications Framework /NVQ system and will confuse those employers who would most benefit from engagement.  SSCs need to be free to articulate training needs on behalf of employers in a way that is simple and easy to understand. We should think very carefully before abandoning NVQs after 20 years of increasingly successful operation.
NSA-M’s learning engine and portal, incorporating the QLBS platform for analysis/diagnostic tools has the ability to capture on-line real-time labour market data, improve training delivery, collect current business performance data and track return on learning investment. This level and quality of data and systematic approach could revolutionise the Information, Advice and Guidance process and streamline the data collection role of the SSCs. This then allows the SSCs and government to spend more time on solutions (as opposed to analysis) and thereby respond more quickly and in a more focused way to real and emerging business needs

11. What criteria should be used in determining the distribution of the NEETs fund?
Target resources where most required based on geographic distribution of young people (or NEETs).   Funding should be given to SSCs to support careers guidance for NEETs.  The data mentioned above could steer NEET funding. Furthermore, perhaps instead of being focused on where the biggest concentration of need is, perhaps it ought to be focused on where the biggest opportunities for gaining employment are – considering those industries and geographical areas where expansion is likely.
12. Do you agree that an all-age careers service would offer improvements on the existing system?
We believe that good careers advice at any age is useful. The key issue is ensuring that those involved in delivering careers advice understand the sector with which they are dealing, and have up to date information on careers and training available. Having a combined online careers service will increase the likelihood of up to date and relevant information (such as Labour Market Information, industry standards, etc) reaching the recipient, providing resources are made available.  Of course, the way in which that information is presented will need to vary, based on the enquirer.
Again an NSA-M portal-like tool could be used across all agencies to provide a consistent approach to prospective employees and employers. This would then benefit from a single collection of data and recommendations.

13. How do you think online careers advice can be best delivered?
There needs to be close co-operation between all the relevant parties concerned. SSCs have an important role to play in ensuring that information and advice on training and opportunities in their sectors is up to date and relevant. SSCs would require approval for content, and the resources to support this activity.
In terms of technical considerations and content, advice needs to be presented/ accessed in a varied multi-media capability such as pdf, video and MP3 and downloadable to PCs, PDAs and other mobile devices. Information, advice and guidance needs to include case studies on roles, individuals, sectors and businesses. People also need to understand the consequences of choices and be able to translate knowledge gained on career development into a personal development plan, and record accomplishments for onward communication. NSA-M’s portal facilitates such an approach.

14. Do you think Lifelong Learning Accounts could be used as a vehicle to encourage adults to make additional top-up payments to support their learning?
Reflecting on a previous answer, we believe that individuals should be made more aware of the true costs of training.  Too often, as the government and/or the employer provides the funding, the individual makes no value judgement on how “good” the training actually is.  As in Higher Education, which has seen a rise in complaints since the introduction of fees, we believe that if individuals knew more about the actual cost of training, and were encouraged to contribute to it, they would become far more discerning “consumers”, providing feedback to their employers and training providers about the quality and value of the experience.  If these Accounts achieved this, we would welcome them.
Accounts must show parity between the level of subsidy between academic and vocational training.

15. Given that our key priority is raising the nation’s skills, are there other policies you would like us to consider?
It is imperative that the sectoral approach to skills recommended by Leitch and others continues.  A sectoral approach enables companies to feel a sense of ‘ownership’ of the skills agenda, and engenders more confidence in initiatives and programmes.  Some specific areas will need sector focus , while in other areas, there are some general areas of common ground among all business’ needs which could be jointly managed by clusters of Sector Skills Academies (eg the Manufacturing Alliance of SSCs) and National Skills Academies.
A move away from ad hoc training, and toward a continued learning partnership would be the highly beneficial. Premised on the production of a business plan (the development of which could be government funded, as through Semta’s Compact in England), businesses could be “loaned” training money to support a 3 year programme of development that allows them to experience the economic benefits and competitive advantage that effective skills development can produce.

Skills should never be developed in isolation but should be considered as a critical underpinning activity that supports business objectives and feeds the success of business plans. Therefore skills deliverers should be encouraged to include service and consulting capability and to become long-term partners to local businesses in support of helping their route to global competitiveness. The Academies would play a key role to transform FE to support this.
At sector level, skills development would benefit from being an integrated element of the sector development plan which would incorporate scenarios on future/end of product application, technology and capability mapping.  This sector development plan would be aligned to the relevant Sector Skills Agreement.
Semta

September 2008
Semta, the Sector Skills Council for Science, Engineering and Manufacturing Technology
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