WORKING TOGETHER: SUMMITSKILLS and BACH

Meeting at SummitSkills offices: Milton Keynes: 01 March 2010

______________________________________________________________

The discussion ranged far and wide but, for the sake of clarity, the minutes follow the shape of the agenda provided by BACH prior to the meeting.

In attendance

Keith Marshall (Chief Executive, SummitSkills), Lindsay Gillespie (Development Director, SummitSkills), Ray Dowd (President, BACH), Brian Moores (Chair, BACH), Paul Brown (Vice-Chair, BACH), Paul Monroe (Business Manager, BACH)

Apologies

None

1.
Introductions

Those attending introduced themselves. KM welcomed BACH to the meeting and to the SummitSkills offices.

2.
Qualifications and funding

KM opened the discussion on funding by reporting that the UK Commission for Employment and Skills (UKCES) had recently informed Sector Skills Councils (SSCs) that very serious cuts will have to be made in the not too distant future, and that this will be a major issue that could affect the way in which the SSCs work. Other SSCs have received similar communications. SummitSkills see this as the opening exchange of the negotiations to come. Early figures indicate a reduction of funding of £100k to £150k per SSC. This is more than had been anticipated. Other SSCs are having to make redundancies, or are relying on natural wastage, but they are all watching every penny. SummitSkills had been planning on expansion, and it is hoped that this might provide sufficient leeway to accommodate the anticipated cuts. It may be necessary to revisit the contract and reduce the amount of planned work in proportion to the cuts. SummitSkills have however successfully negotiated the relicensing process, and are also in the fifth round of bidding for a ‘green skills academy’ for building services engineering. The academy is intended to consolidate, expand and improve good practice in this vital area. 

(The £3 million bid for the green academy was approved on 6 April 2010).

RD raised the issue of when the new QCF qualifications would be available to centres. LG commented that it could be May or June 2010, possibly a little later. PB noted that this was very late and allowed little time for centres to plan for the delivery of the new qualifications. LG replied that the process had proven to be a long one in terms of the involvement of SummitSkills, City & Guilds and EAL, and obtaining the endorsement of the industry and accreditation by Ofqual. A policy of ‘minimum change’ to the content had been followed, except where changes to working practices, technologies and legislation demanded that such changes be made. Centres will find that they will not have  to make many changes to their teaching and learning strategies. 

PB asked if there were to be any significant changes to the resources needed to offer the QCF qualifications, and reminded the meeting of what happened last time the qualifications were amended. PM asked if External Verifiers would expect to see all the new resources (refrigeration, air-conditioning, environmental technology systems, for example) in place from the very beginning of QCF programmes, and whether the SSC could influence City & Guilds and EAL to show some leniency at the beginning, particularly given the threat posed by public sector cuts expected after the next election. 

BACH officers pointed out that there was confusion about when the NQF programmes such as C&G 2330 and C&G 6129 would be phased out. PM asked if it were the case that, if the replacements for the QCF programmes were not on the ‘April 2010’ list, then providers could register learners for the NQF programmes until 31 December 2010, and the learners would be allowed sufficient time to complete their programmes. LG responded that the emerging qualifications and timescales were the responsibility of awarding bodies and that the SSC could not comment.

More information, and FAQs, on qualifications, is available at the url below:

http://www.summitskills.org.uk/qualifications/468

3.
Full-time courses

BM expressed concern about the future of the future of Level 2 full-time, vocationally-related qualifications in the building services sector. These include qualifications such as C&G 6129 and C&G 2330. These are used by colleges both as a technical certificate within apprenticeships, but also as a stand-alone VRQ for full-time learners who have not been able to secure an apprenticeship, or who are not yet ready for employment. These qualifications are to be replaced by  C&G 2357 and the new ‘Level 1 Award in access to building services engineering’, draft code C&G 2000-01. C&G 2357 requires learners to be in work, so C&G 2000 will be all that is available for full-time learners in the building services crafts. However, this is a Level 1 programme and will not provide the curriculum that providers need to offer their learners. 

BACH officers made the point that providers such as FECs are driven by government targets and priorities. These 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 and addressing gender, race, disability, age, sexual orientation and belief issues. Full-time building services craft courses must address the needs of their local communities, not just the building services sector. It is important that centres have a curriculum to offer all of their learners, whether they are in employment and following apprenticeship courses or not.

KM replied that SummitSkills were concerned that the number of learners accessing such training outstripped the requirement of the sector by a factor of four to five, that the funding could be put to better use and that the learners were only gaining ‘non-economically valuable skills’ (NEVS), because they had no opportunity to prove their competence in the workplace. 

SummitSkills also stated their belief that the widespread availability of full-time VRQs generates a secondary concern. If those successful on such courses were to advertise their services to the public as trained craftspersons, when they were still only at best partially-skilled, then there would be a very real possibility of serious health and safety incidents. This would have a variety of negative impacts, including a drop in public confidence in the sector.

SummitSkills stated aims are to eradicate (their word) NEVS by recommending the  progressive removal of VRQs from funded provision, to develop entry and progression routes that are directly linked to the requirements of the sector, and to ensure a sustainable entry level to the sector with new entrants having a more realistic chance of gaining relevant employment. To that end, the Level 1 Access Qualification is being developed. This contains some Level 2 units to challenge individuals, and provide direct transfer of units to other ‘rules of combination’, within an accredited competence-based portfolio, but it is nevertheless a Level 1 qualification and will not directly address the Level 2 achievement targets, currently imposed on the centres by the DCSF and the LSC.

PB commented that the proposed qualification was broader than that required by centres, given that it comprises health and safety, environmental awareness, science, building services engineering, electrical installation, heating and ventilating, plumbing, refrigeration and air conditioning work. Learners, in general, wanted one thing or the other, rather than a broad-based course. LG spoke of the importance of renewables and environmental technologies and how this had implied changes to the National Occupational Standards (NOS) upon which the qualifications were based. The new NOS have been developed and submitted for approval, but they do not fully support the VRQs in current use. There was therefore a clear need to update the qualification content in some areas, and this would be reflected in the new Access Qualification. 

BACH officers asked whether the issue of ‘too many partially-qualified people in the sector’ could not be resolved by the introduction of some form of ‘licence to practice’ that clearly indicated the level of competence achieved by an individual. KM said that this had been tried, but it was not successful. There were too many different organisations involved, some of who believed that they were doing OK – and that others were not – and this generated concerns about costs. The difficulties associated with agreeing who did what and who paid for what became too great for the issue to proceed. There was no optimism that a form of ‘licence to practice’ would be available, in the short to medium term, without support from the government, and legislation to support training, which seemed unlikely in the present political climate.

PM commented that there appeared to be differences between the missions of the providers and the SSC, and volunteered to produce a position statement to go on the BACH website. The intention would be to explain the issue of full-time provision in the building services crafts to BACH members from both standpoints. This would be circulated to SummitSkills for their comments, before the statement was posted on the BACH website.

Action: PM to produce and circulate a BACH statement on the single issue of full-time provision and post same on website after consultation.

4.
Apprentices (projections/employer needs)

The 2006-2010 figures in the ‘Sector Qualifications Strategy and Action Plan for the Building Services Engineering Sector’ can still be used as indicative of future demand but the figures for 2010-11 and after are emerging alongside information relating to the cuts mentioned in 1 above. Changes relating to the changeover from the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) to the Young People’s Learning Agency (YPLA), the Skills Funding Agency (SFA) and the National Apprenticeship Service (NAS) must be given time to bed in. This is a time of great change. BACH officers reminded the meeting that it is important not to neglect the targets included in the Leitch report, whatever the changes.

RD asked where future craftspersons were to come from in the numbers required, citing an EDF project with which he was familiar, and how the need for building services skills has increased with modern methods of construction and large high-tech construction projects. BM added that it was important not to forget the urgent need for many existing workers to upgrade their skills, and the large market for adult learners seeking to move into the building services crafts. RD explained how training is done in Finland, where qualifications are not dependent upon whether the competence has been achieved through work-experience studies or other activities. This prompted another question about whether we could learn from how training is done in other countries.

5.
14-19 Diplomas update

LG explained the involvement of SummitSkills in the development of both the Construction and Built Environment Diplomas and the Engineering Diplomas. SummitSkills have provided a guide specifically for building services employers to help them understand and support the two new Diplomas and has worked in partnership with ABC awards to develop a set of building services engineering units for use in the Additional and Specialist Learning component of the Diplomas. The Diploma Development Partnership is looking for companies to help with the delivery of the Diplomas. Any companies with an interest in helping by, for example, sharing resources, providing speakers or facilitating visits, should, in the first instance, contact Jenny English of ConstructionSkills on jenny.english@cskills.org
Further details of all of the above are available at:

http://www.summitskills.org.uk/qualifications/14---19-Diplomas/184

6.
Sector Skills Agreement

Not discussed.

7.
Future working with Summit Skills

BACH and SummitSkills agreed that there was mutual benefit from ongoing co-operation. It was agreed to meet again in about six months time, when the QCF qualifications are available and the general election is a thing of the past.

8.
Any Other Business

There was no other business.

9.
Date of next meeting

To be confirmed.

A meeting has since been arranged for Monday 25 October 2010 at 10.30am at SummitSkills offices in Milton Keynes.
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