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Executive Summary  

Key challenge 1: falling participation and investment 

Key challenge 2: inequality in participation 

Key challenge 3: place-based inequality in skills 

Building a high-quality online learning system 

• 

• 

Strengthening existing provision 

• 

• 

Support for living costs for those in need of training 

• 

• 

Ramping up local strategic input 

• 

• 
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Introduction 

 

1https://www.progressive-policy.net/publications/back-from-the-brink 
22 Please see the technical appendix to Alldritt, C. et al. (2020) Back from the Brink: Avoiding a lost generation. London: Centre for Progressive Policy. Available at: 
https://www.progressive-policy.net/downloads/files/BackFromTheBrink_TechnicalAppendix.pdf 
3Value-added is calculated using the number of learners achieving qualifications, the proportion of them who gain employment and how much they earn. In recent years the 
decline is primarily attributable to the decline in the number of apprenticeship achievements. In earlier years the decline in the index was driven by a large decrease in the 
number of achievements in classroom-based qualifications at Full Level 2 and Full Level 3. For more information on the methodology please see full report, available at: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/881948/FE_Skills_Index_-_April_2020.pdf 
4 As education is a devolved policy area, the focus of this paper is England, although many of the issues discussed will also be relevant to Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.  

The skills system must be ready to 
step in to limit this structural 
unemployment and move these 
people into good jobs 

https://www.progressive-policy.net/publications/back-from-the-brink
https://www.progressive-policy.net/downloads/files/BackFromTheBrink_TechnicalAppendix.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/881948/FE_Skills_Index_-_April_2020.pdf
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Section 1: The unemployment 
challenge 

The impact will not be spread evenly 

 

5 ONS Labour market overview, UK: June 2020. Available at: 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/uklabourmarket/june2020 
6 ONS Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme statistics: June 2020. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/coronavirus-job-retention-scheme-statistics-june-2020 
7 Note, the Claimant Count is an imperfect measure of unemployment. As per the ONS: “Enhancements to Universal Credit as part of the UK government's response to the 
coronavirus mean that an increasing number of people became eligible for unemployment-related benefit support, although still employed. Consequently, changes in the 
Claimant Count will not be due wholly to changes in the number of people who are unemployed.”  

Without policy intervention, 
changes in both unemployment 
and GVA will exacerbate existing 
regional inequalities 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/uklabourmarket/june2020
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/coronavirus-job-retention-scheme-statistics-june-2020
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Chart 1: Base level versus change in number of benefit claimants as a proportion of residents aged 16-64 for local 
authorities in the UK during the Covid-19 crisis8

 

Chart 2: Average increase in unemployment rate in the worst and least affected quarters of local authorities following the 
2008 financial crisis 

 

 

8 Worst affected refers to those that experienced largest absolute increase in unemployment rate between 2007 and the peak of 2008 to 2015. UK local authority districts with a 
complete dataset from ONS's Modelled unemployment for local and unitary authorities for the period shown are included. 

R² = 0.21

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

M
ar

ch
 t

o
 M

ay
 %

 in
cr

ea
se

March 2020 %

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

12%

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

U
n

em
p

lo
ym

en
t 

ra
te

UK

Worst affected quarter

Least affected quarter



 

5 

Section 2: Key challenges for skills  

The skills system must step in to 
minimise the number of people 
locked out of the labour market, 
particularly in the hardest hit parts 
of the country 

Key challenge 1: falling participation and investment 

Existing problem: 

 

9 CBI (2018) Educating for the Modern World. Available at: https://www.cbi.org.uk/media/1171/cbi-educating-for-the-modern-world.pdf 
10Association of Colleges and Centre for Progressive Policy analysis of the MiDES Individualised Learner Record. 
11 Winterbotham, M. et al. (2018) Employer skills survey 2017: Research report. London: Department for Education. Available at: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/746493/ESS_2017_UK_Report_Controlled_v06.00.pdf 
12 CPP analysis of Eurostat data. 
13 Britton, J. et al. (2019) 2019 annual report on education spending in England. London: Institute for Fiscal Studies. Available at: https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/14369 
14 Winterbotham, M. et al. (2018) op cit. 
15 CPP analysis of Eurostat data for 2015. See Norman, A. et al. (2018) Skills for Inclusive Growth. London: Centre for Progressive Policy. Available at: https://www.progressive-
policy.net/downloads/files/Skills-for-Inclusive-Growth.pdf 
16 OECD (2019) Dashboard on priorities for adult learning. Available at: http://www.oecd.org/els/emp/skills-and-work/adult-learning/dashboard.htm 

 

Likely impact of Covid-19: 

https://www.cbi.org.uk/media/1171/cbi-educating-for-the-modern-world.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/746493/ESS_2017_UK_Report_Controlled_v06.00.pdf
https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/14369
https://www.progressive-policy.net/downloads/files/Skills-for-Inclusive-Growth.pdf
https://www.progressive-policy.net/downloads/files/Skills-for-Inclusive-Growth.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/els/emp/skills-and-work/adult-learning/dashboard.htm
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Key challenge 2: inequality in participation 

Existing problem: 

The majority of the boost in 
employment comes from moving 
people from having no 
qualifications to having a Level 1 

 

17 Department for Education (2020) Apprenticeships and traineeships: May 2020. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/apprenticeships-and-traineeships-may-
2020 
18 Social Mobility Commission (2019) The adult skills gap: is falling investment in UK adults stalling social mobility? Available at: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/774085/Adult_skills_report_2019.pdf 
19 Henehan, K. (2019a) Pick up the pace: The slowdown in educational attainment growth and its widespread effects. London: Resolution Foundation. Available at: 
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2019/03/Pick-up-the-pace.pdf 
20 Eggleston, C. et al. (2019) Adult Participation in Learning Survey 2018. Leicester: Learning and Work Institute. Available at: https://www.learningandwork.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2019/10/2018-Participation-Survey-Report_FINAL.pdf 
21 Ofsted (2018) The Annual Report of Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Education, Children’s Services and Skills 2017/18. Available at: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/761606/29523_Ofsted_Annual_Report_2017-18_041218.pdf 
22 CPP analysis of Department for Education Deprivation Tables for Further Education and Skills: November 2019. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/further-
education-and-skills-march-2020 
23 Social Mobility Commission (2020) Apprenticeships and social mobility: Fulfilling potential. Available at: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/894303/Apprenticeships_and_social_mobility_report.pdf 

The effect of formal qualifications 
on employment is strongest in 
more deprived areas 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/apprenticeships-and-traineeships-may-2020
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/apprenticeships-and-traineeships-may-2020
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/774085/Adult_skills_report_2019.pdf
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2019/03/Pick-up-the-pace.pdf
https://www.learningandwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/2018-Participation-Survey-Report_FINAL.pdf
https://www.learningandwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/2018-Participation-Survey-Report_FINAL.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/761606/29523_Ofsted_Annual_Report_2017-18_041218.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/further-education-and-skills-march-2020
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/further-education-and-skills-march-2020
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/894303/Apprenticeships_and_social_mobility_report.pdf
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Chart 3: Department for Education FE Skills Index by type of provision 

Chart 4: Percentage change in number of apprenticeship starts by age for 2019/20 versus the same month in 2018/19  

 

24 CPP analysis of apprenticeships and traineeships data for May 2020. Available at: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/apprenticeships-and-traineeships-may-2020, The data for April covers 23 March to 30 April, so there is some double counting with 
March data. 
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Table 1: Regression coefficients for any formal 
qualification for the employment rate, by deprivation 
quintile  

Deprivation 
quintile 

Regression coefficient of 
a formal qualification 

All local 
authorities 

0.258*** 

Q1 0.332*** 

Q2 0.268*** 

Q3 0.283*** 

Q4 0.205*** 

Q5 0.262*** 

Table 2: The effect of formal qualifications on 
employment by level  

Qualification 
level 

Regression coefficient of 
a formal qualification  

NVQ4 plus 0.083*** 

NVQ3 plus 0.009 

NVQ2 plus 0.010 

NVQ1 plus 0.213*** 

Likely impact of Covid-19: 

 

25The analysis presented in Tables 1 and 2 builds on methodology developed by the Northern Health Science Allowance. It uses fixed effects regression models to exploit variation 
over time within local authorities and identify the effect of changes in skill levels on changes in employment. This approach allows for greater confidence that the results 
accurately reflect the relationship between the two variables. In addition, the method controls for year fixed effects, meaning it accounts for nationwide shocks that happen 
across the country in specific years, for example the great recession. The regression controls for demographics, total population, life expectancy and fixed location and time 
effects. p-values:  * p<0.05; ** p <0.01; *** p<0.001. 
26 Regression controls for demographics, total population, life expectancy and fixed location and time effects.  
p-values * p<0.05; ** p <0.01; *** p<0.001. 
27 For example, see Joyce, R. and Xiaowei, X. (2020) Sector shutdowns during the coronavirus crisis: which workers are most exposed? London: IFS. Available at: 
https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/14791 
28 Henehan, K. (2020) Class of 2020: Education leavers in the current crisis. London: Resolution Foundation. Available at: 
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2020/05/Class-of-2020.pdf 
29CPP analysis of former Red Wall areas is based on ONS and DfE statistics for constituencies in the Midlands and North of England which changed from Labour to Conservative in 
2019. Data is based on the local authority in which most of the constituency population live. 
30 CPP analysis of the Employer Skills Survey 2017, Department for Education FE and Skills Statistics and the Annual Population Survey 

 

Key challenge 3: place-based inequality in skills 

Existing problem: 

The parts of the country that 
perform poorly on skills indicators 
are the same areas which will be 
hardest hit in the economic 
recession to come 

Table 3: Summary statistics for skills in London and the 
South East, former Red Wall areas and the Rest of 
England (green represents best performance, purple 
represents worst performance, with orange in the 
middle)30 

 

London + 
South 
East 

Rest of 
England 

Former 
Red 
Wall 

% qualified to Level 4+ 49% 37% 31% 

% with no formal qualifications 6% 7% 11% 

Skills shortage vacancy density (all) 19% 23% 26% 

Skills shortage vacancy density (Medium 
skill) 

21% 32% 43% 

Decline in apprenticeship starts (2015/16 
to 18/19) 

13% 24% 30% 

Decline in FE and skills achievements 
(2015/16 to 18/19) 

13% 13% 14% 

Number trained in past 12 months as % 
of total staff 

64% 61% 61% 

Training days per staff member 4.2 3.8 4.0 

https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/14791
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2020/05/Class-of-2020.pdf
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Likely impact of Covid-19: 
Unfortunately, it appears the skills 
system is at its weakest in the parts 
of the country where it needs to be 
strongest 

Chart 5: Change in apprenticeship starts from 2015/16 to 2018/19 vs projected permanent output loss by 2025 

 

31 Alldritt, C. et al. (2020) op cit. 
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Section 3: Policy recommendations 

The current policy context 

Times have moved on quickly, and 
the government must recognise we 
need a turbocharged Right to 
Retrain now, not just a first step 

 

32 Portes, J. (2020) The lasting scars of the Covid-19 crisis: Channels and impacts. Available at: 
https://voxeu.org/article/lasting-scars-Covid-19-crisis 
33 The 1.2 million newly unemployed people is based on the OECD forecast of unemployment to hit 9.7% in the UK by October. This assumes the unemployment rate will be the 
same in England. The 3.3 million figure is obtained by adding the 1.2 million newly unemployed to the number of adults already in education and training. 

A turbocharged Right to Retrain 

33

A system fit to respond not only to 
the current crisis, but also to a 
range of micro and macro shocks 
that might come our way in the 
future, from automation to climate 
change 

https://voxeu.org/article/lasting-scars-covid-19-crisis
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Building a high-quality online learning system for skills 
training 

Recommendation 1: Establish a central infrastructure 

for online skills training – including regulation and 

certification – making it easier for employers to 

understand and trust these courses.   

Recommendation 2: Expand and fast track the 

Education Technology Strategy  to reflect the 

drastically changed context. The £10m already pledged 

should be scaled up to enable collaborative 

development of online courses between learning 

providers, businesses and government departments. The 

fund should also develop the necessary technology for 

online teaching of technical skills to be done properly. 

Recommendation 3: Where possible, online learning 

should be supplemented by in-person instruction at 

regular intervals. The government should support 

learning providers to implement models of blended 

learning. With secondary schools also adding online 

elements to teaching and learning, this will smooth the 

post-16 transition. 

Recommendation 4: Ramp up the rollout of the digital 

device scheme for children in disadvantaged 

households, recognising the impact this could have on 

adults as well as children. 

 

34 Department for Education (2019) Realising the potential of technology in education: A strategy for education providers and the technology industry. Available at: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791931/DfE-Education_Technology_Strategy.pdf 
35 AELP (2020) Working with Skills: The Comprehensive Skills Approach – Investment Now to Secure Our Future. Available at: https://www.aelp.org.uk/media/3772/working-with-
skills-the-comprehensive-skills-approach-investment-now-to-secure-our-future-a-submission-from-the-aelp-june-2020-final.pdf 
36 Dromey, J. and Evans, S. (2020) Bridging the Gap: next steps for the apprenticeship levy. Available at: 
https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/bridging-the-gap-next-steps-for-the-apprenticeship-levy-2/ 

 

Recommendation 5: To avoid exacerbating existing 

inequalities in training, the government should consider 

incentivising completion of online courses by 

disadvantaged learners by paying learners a completion 

bonus.  

Strengthening existing provision 

There is significant concern that 
apprenticeship opportunities are 
now drying up, particularly for 
young people 

Recommendation 6: The government should pay 50% 

of wages for all young apprentices, which the 

Association of Employment and Learning Providers 

estimates would cost roughly £3.6bn.  This should 

come with strict conditionalities for businesses, 

ensuring proper levels of training and minimum wages 

are adhered to. 

Recommendation 7: All training costs for apprentices 

under 19 years old should be paid by government going 

forward, both for SMEs and levy paying businesses. 

Currently, apprenticeships are the only form of learning 

for under 19s that is not fully funded by government.  

Recommendation 8: The government should shift the 

balance of incentives in apprenticeship provision away 

from already highly skilled adults, towards those with 

low existing skills. Employers should contribute 75% 

of the cost of Level 6-7 apprenticeships for adults.  

With employers struggling to 
provide apprenticeship 
opportunities, classroom-based 
participation should be ready to 
step in 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791931/DfE-Education_Technology_Strategy.pdf
https://www.aelp.org.uk/media/3772/working-with-skills-the-comprehensive-skills-approach-investment-now-to-secure-our-future-a-submission-from-the-aelp-june-2020-final.pdf
https://www.aelp.org.uk/media/3772/working-with-skills-the-comprehensive-skills-approach-investment-now-to-secure-our-future-a-submission-from-the-aelp-june-2020-final.pdf
https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/bridging-the-gap-next-steps-for-the-apprenticeship-levy-2/
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Recommendation 9: Extend public funding to include 

a first Level 3 qualification for everyone, regardless of 

their age or employment status, as recommended in the 

Augar review.  Currently, the majority of adults aged 

24 and above must fund at least 50% of their own 

learning at and above Level 3 via advanced learner 

loans. Level 3 teaching should be designed as far as 

possible to be accessible to people without a Level 2 

qualification so that people can quickly advance.  

Recommendation 10: Extend public funding to include 

Levels 2 and 3 for anyone needing to retrain into skills 

shortage occupations, regardless of their previous 

qualifications. This will be crucial for delivering a 

Right to Retrain given many may need to restart at a 

lower qualification level in a new industry. 

Recommendation 11: Encourage modular based 

learning at Levels 4 and 5 in order to boost 

participation in Higher Technical Qualifications. 

Allowing modules of Levels 4 and 5 qualifications to 

be funded as stand-alone courses would boost part-time 

and mature learning and enable employers to fill 

specific skill gaps.  

Support for living costs for those in need of training 

Recommendation 12: People who have already lost 

their jobs should be paid a Learners’ Living Allowance 

(LLA) when undertaking training, equivalent to the 

maintenance loans available to higher education 

students, to be paid back under the same conditions 

upon re-employment.  

Recommendation 13: Furloughed workers starting 

courses now should be transferred to the LLA if they 

are made redundant. 

 

37 Augar, P. (2019) Independent panel report to the Review of Post-18 Education and Funding. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/post-18-review-of-
education-and-funding-independent-panel-report 
38 Many adults without a Level 2 will be able to move straight to Level 3 with reasonable support. In practice, this could involve short ‘catch-up courses’ or additional online 
tutorial support. Additional public funding for these support mechanisms would often represent better value for money than funding a Level 2 and then a Level 3 qualification. 
39 House of Lords Education Committee (2018) The apprenticeships ladder of opportunity: quality not quantity. Available at: 
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmeduc/344/344.pdf 
40 ONS Job quality indicators in the UK – hours, pay and contracts: 2018. Available at: 
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmeduc/344/34402.htmhttps://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandempl
oyeetypes/articles/jobqualityindicatorsintheukhourspayandcontracts/2018 
41 Billingham, Z. et al. (2019) The good life: the role of employers. Available at: https://www.progressive-policy.net/publications/the-good-life-the-role-of-employers 

Recommendation 14: Those still in jobs should be 

entitled to paid time off to undertake training, with 

government covering up to half the salary costs during 

this period.  

Focusing on upskilling the workforce rather than simply 
moving people into poor quality jobs. 

The goal of skills training should be 
to move people into good jobs, not 
just any job 

Recommendation 15: The government should 

implement the recommendation of the Education Select 

Committee to mandate “the inclusion of clear paths to 

progression within apprenticeship standards.”  These 

paths should be linked to a system of progression maps 

created and promoted by the Institute for 

Apprenticeships & Technical Education. 

Recommendation 16: Evaluations of the effectiveness 

of publicly funded skills provision should take into 

account not just subsequent employment rates, but the 

quality of that employment too. There is a growing data 

source on good jobs to choose from. At the end of last 

year the ONS published job quality indicators relating 

to hours, pay and contract types  and CPP applied its 

good employer index to the UK’s largest employers.  

In addition, wider measures of health and wellbeing 

were included, allowing for a social prescribing 

approach to emerge.  

Ramping up local strategic input into skills provision 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/post-18-review-of-education-and-funding-independent-panel-report
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/post-18-review-of-education-and-funding-independent-panel-report
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmeduc/344/344.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmeduc/344/34402.htm
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/articles/jobqualityindicatorsintheukhourspayandcontracts/2018
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/articles/jobqualityindicatorsintheukhourspayandcontracts/2018
https://www.progressive-policy.net/publications/the-good-life-the-role-of-employers
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Recommendation 17: Further education colleges 

should have a place-based remit, playing a strategic role 

in the delivery of provision, rather than competing in a 

marketplace for learners. This means working with 

other providers and local government to ensure 

provision reflects the needs of the local area. Some or 

all of AEB could then be used to compensate colleges 

offering – or specialising in – more expensive 

provision. Formalising colleges’ central role in their 

local economies would require bringing FE colleges 

back into public classification. 

Recommendation 18: The size of the Adult Education 

Budget (AEB) should be restored to pre-austerity 

levels, giving greater support and strategic direction to 

local economies. More flexibility on statutory 

requirements for MCAs would also allow areas to be 

more creative with provision and local financial 

incentives designed to address skills shortages.  

Recommendation 19: Learning the lessons of Local 

Enterprise Partnerships, the new Skills Advisory Panels 

should report to MCA mayors on local labour market 

need. Being democratically accountable, mayors should 

hold ultimate responsibility for ensuring strategic 

tailoring of provision. 

Recommendation 20: Individual skill matching models 

should be scaled up to the level of local economies, 

with local leaders using training to guide their 

economies from ‘origin sectors’ to ‘destination 

sectors’.  Local leaders should ensure their inclusive 

recovery strategies identify destination sectors, 

supported by a regionally structured UKTI.  Building 

destination sectors could also capitalise on the 

disruption of global supply chains to ‘reshore’ 

production.  

Recommendation 21: The government should refrain 

from re-centralising the UK Shared Prosperity Fund 

(UKSPF), the successor to the European Social Fund. 

 

42 Lamb, C. et al. (2019) Lost and Found: Pathways from disruption to employment. Toronto: Brookfield Institute. Available at: https://brookfieldinstitute.ca/wp-
content/uploads/Lost-and-Found-ONLINE-2.pdf 
43 Local industrial strategies provide a valuable starting point here. See Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy (2018) Local Industrial Strategies: policy prospectus. 
Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/local-industrial-strategies-policy-prospectus 
44 National Grid (2020) Building the net zero energy workforce. Available at: https://www.nationalgrid.com/document/126256/download 

Building demand for skilled labour 

https://brookfieldinstitute.ca/wp-content/uploads/Lost-and-Found-ONLINE-2.pdf
https://brookfieldinstitute.ca/wp-content/uploads/Lost-and-Found-ONLINE-2.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/local-industrial-strategies-policy-prospectus
https://www.nationalgrid.com/document/126256/download
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Conclusion 

The turbocharged Right to Retrain 
set out in this report is designed to 
address the once in a generation 
economic challenge we currently 
face 

 

45https://www.wea.org.uk/news-events/blogs/ministry-reconstructions-final-report-adult-education 
46https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=0RBOAAAAMAAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false 

https://www.wea.org.uk/news-events/blogs/ministry-reconstructions-final-report-adult-education
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=0RBOAAAAMAAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
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