TRAINING IN THE BUILDING SERVICES CRAFT SECTOR

Where is the joined-up thinking?

The opinions expressed in this document could apply to any of the building services crafts, but plumbing is the most visible of these and is used here as an exemplar.

There are many stakeholders involved in education and training. These include trainees/learners, parents, employers, schools, colleges, training providers (including fast-track providers), Connexions, Sector Skills Councils (SSCs), Ofsted, the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) – soon to be replaced by the  Young People’s Learning Agency (YPLA), the Skills Funding Agency (SFA) and the National Apprenticeship Service (NAS) - the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) and the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS), among others.

With the exception of the first three, the above are either governmental departments, or are state-sponsored. They share a common goal of addressing the perceived weaknesses of UK training provision as identified and discussed in many different reports, including the Foster Review (2005), the Leitch Review of Skills (2006), and the Workforce Strategy for the Further Education Sector in England, 2007-2012. 
There is debate about how this should be done, and the responses to the perceived problems are not always compatible. The stakeholders have different missions: 

· Schools and colleges focus on the priorities described in the above reports and passed down by DCSF, BIS and the LSC. These priorities change with time, but have consistently included increasing the percentage of young people and adults with a Level 2 qualification and reducing the percentage of young persons ‘not in education, employment or training’ (NEETs). However, not every young person is motivated by the National Curriculum and many are searching for an ‘alternative curriculum’ that will meet their needs in a more appropriate manner. This alternative curriculum is often a vocational programme. These programmes offer vocationally-relevant skills and other skills that are relevant to a broader education such as problem-solving, using resources creatively, sustainability, team working and enterprise. These are valuable skills irrespective of whether the learner intends to follow that vocation or not. In other words, vocational programmes serve a wider educational purpose than NVQs and apprenticeships, as well as addressing increasingly aspirational government targets.

· SSCs focus on the industries they represent. They play a vital role as advocates for those industries and in identifying and tackling the skills needed by those industries. Their core remit is to raise employer ambition and investment in skills, articulate the future skills needs of their sector and ensure that the supply of skills and qualifications is driven by employers.
It is the subtle difference between these missions that has created the present situation. Colleges are charged with offering the learner a wide range of qualification opportunities at Level 2, including full-time vocational provision for those who are not ready for, or have not been able to find, employment. The qualifications have to be formally endorsed by the SSC, but the SSC does not support the programme in general use, because they feel that it is harming the image of the industry by creating a partially qualified, and possibly dangerously under-skilled, workforce. 

How did we get to this position?

1. The industry went through a period of recession in the 1990s. Many plumbing businesses failed and no-one was training. This led to a shortage of plumbers.

2. It became increasingly difficult to find a plumber. Supply and demand kicked in and plumbers were suddenly very popular people.

3. Plumbers’ earnings rose as a consequence. The media were reporting annual earnings of £70k, but £30k - £40k was probably nearer the mark.

4. The number of people wanting to train as plumbers increased dramatically. Classic economic theory would predict this of course. The urban myths peddled by the media had city traders and lawyers urgently seeking a career change.

5. The people who wanted to become plumbers obviously needed some form of training or they wouldn’t know where to start.

6. At about the same time, the nature of training courses changed, with a new focus on evidence of work-based competence. Trainee plumbers had to be in work to achieve the NVQ that was the main component of their apprenticeship.

7. Most plumbers are sole traders and not keen on training. After all, why should they train up the future competition? This is not Wimpey, Barratt Homes, Ove Arup or Taylor-Woodrow. There is little continuity, and when a plumber retires the business often goes with them. If there is any training it is for the children of relations and close friends. It became very difficult to find the apprenticeship necessary to support the required training, and yet people still wanted to learn.

8. Further Education Colleges (FECs) expanded their plumbing provision to meet the demand, but expansion is expensive and funding squeezes meant that the expansion was not always sufficient to meet the emerging requirements. Some new college buildings were actually built with a reduced provision for plumbing. This might seem contrary to good business sense, but it happened anyway.

9. Fast-track training centres (learn to be a plumber in 2 weeks) sprang up like mushrooms in response to the shortage of plumbers. The Association of Plumbing & Heating Contractors Limited (APHCL) inform us that the plumbing skills shortage is over, but there are still fast-track training providers whose websites report a shortfall in plumbers of over 30,000.  This is clearly not true any longer, if it ever was, but they are not on oath, so what can be done?

10. Successive governments have refused to require those calling themselves plumbers to be qualified. This won’t change in the short term, so anyone can call themselves a plumber. This allows fast-track training providers to flourish.

11. There are now many partially qualified plumbers out there. This is largely because of fast-track training providers and their crash courses in plumbing. FECs are attracting similar criticism for offering full-time learners a training programme using C&G 6129 as a vocationally-related qualification. This is very attractive to school leavers who are unready for, or unable to find, employment. The criticism is deemed unfair by FECs, who are only trying to address government priorities and the educational needs of their local communities.

12. SummitSkills and APHCL are concerned about the reputation of the plumbing trade and the possible implications for public health and safety. They believe that the industry does not need the additional workforce implied by the number of trainees undertaking full-time Technical Certificates in plumbing. The difference between the number of people coming into the industry and the number of jobs available for them is completely out of balance, and creating and maintaining this balance is, of course, one of the roles of SummitSkills.

13. SummitSkills’ response to the above problem is to recommend the removal of C&G 6129, as a stand-alone qualification, from the schedule of funded courses. The problem would then be solved, because there would be nothing for colleges and training providers to offer or, more importantly, no Level 2 programme that attracted funding. No more ‘non-economically valuable skills’!

14. The phrase ‘economically valuable skills’ first appeared in the Leitch Review of Skills, December 2006. This has led, logically enough, to the use of the term ‘non economically valuable skills’ (NEVS) which appears to mean skills that were learnt ‘off the job’ and which will presumably never be used ‘on the job’. However, the original definition of the term ‘economically valuable skills’ included not only technical, practical and job-specific skills, but also generic skills such as team working, oral communication, problem-solving, customer care, written communication, literacy and numeracy skills. These are all to be found in the full-time vocational programmes in plumbing provided by FECs.
15. The LSN document ‘Fresh thinking for learning and skills’ states that ‘we need to be wary of economically valuable skills becoming narrowly conceptualised’ and goes on to say ‘skill developments must provide real returns for individuals, employers and society. Wherever possible, skills should be portable to deliver mobility in the labour market for individuals and employers’. The general theme is that  too much emphasis on narrowly defined ‘economically valuable skills’ risks moving us away from providing a broader, more purposeful skills acquisition, which will be critical in an uncertain world where we cannot foresee how careers and work will change.
16. In order to meet government objectives, FECs must have something to offer their learners, and a varied curriculum offer is essential to meet the wider needs of the communities they serve. There is pressure on schools and colleges to help the government achieve their main targets, which include:

· raising the participation age to 17 by 2013

· raising the participation age to 18 by 2015

· increasing Level 2 achievements at age 19 to 82% by 2011

· increasing Level 3 achievements at age 19 to 54% by 2011

· reducing the percentage of NEETs to 7.7% by 2010

· narrowing the achievement gap between children of different income groups

· addressing gender, race, disability, age, sexual orientation and belief issues

17.
Schools and colleges are faced with many challenges, most of which are clearly defined by the government - meeting targets, addressing social inclusion and widening participation, for example. For these aims to be achieved there needs to be an appropriate curriculum, written by an awarding body, endorsed by the SSCs and accredited by Ofqual.  If the qualifications we need to achieve these aims disappear, what can we do? The left hand should work with the right hand.


