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Introduction
1. Unleashing Aspiration: The Final Report of the Panel on Fair Access to the Professions
 was published on July 21st, 2009. The panel, a cross-party assembly chaired by former health secretary Alan Milburn, was established in the White Paper New Opportunities: Fair Chances for the Future
 (January 2009) in response to increasing concerns that persons from low-income backgrounds were being denied access to professional careers. The report contains the panel’s recommendations for addressing unequal access to the professions. As they number 88 in total, this briefing paper will deal mainly with those related to the FE and skills sector.
Statistics 
2. In its investigation of the social make-up of the major professions
, the panel found that an increasing proportion of the membership of most professions comes from families with an above-average income. ‘Across the professions as a whole, the typical professional grew up in a family with an income well above the average family’s: today’s younger professionals (born in 1970) typically grew up in a family with an income 27 percent above that of the average family, compared with 17 percent for today’s older professionals (born in 1958)’ This reverses the trends of the first decades after World War II, where education expanded massively, and people of lower-income backgrounds entered the professions in ever greater numbers.
3. This trend was especially pronounced among doctors and lawyers, where the average member of each profession came from a family nearly two-thirds greater than the average. Journalism and accountancy saw the greatest increase in class exclusivity. Only teachers, professors and the artistic professions had become more accessible to the lower economic classes (Unleashing Aspiration, p. 19)
4. Unleashing aspiration warns that, if current trends continue:
· The typical doctor or lawyer of the future will today be growing up in a family that is better off than five in six of all families in the UK;
· The typical journalist or accountant of the future will today be growing up in a family that is better off than three in four of all families in the UK, and;
· The typical engineer or teacher of the future will today be growing up in a family that is better off than two in three of all families in the UK (Unleashing Aspiration, p. 21)
5. The paper suggests several reasons for the increasing lack of social mobility in the professions. These include an increasing emphasis on obtaining professional qualifications, especially in law, journalism, accountancy and nursing; the deliberate tightening of the qualifications requirements in several professions to restrict access; the concentration of professional jobs in London and South East England, and; the inability of people in vocational education to progress into professional work (‘although vocational training routes have been expanded over recent years, progression rates into the professions are still low …  suggesting that there is a major silo problem in our education and training system’). Only one in 500 apprentices proceeded from their courses into further or higher education in 2007/08 (Unleashing Aspiration, p. 22).
6. The professions have made significant progress in increasing diversity in other areas. Unleashing Aspiration notes that:
· The gender pay gap has fallen by over 16 percent in the last 10 years, as measured by median hourly pay (excluding overtime of full-time employees) across all sectors;

· The proportion of black and minority ethnic (BME) professionals has grown faster than that of white professionals over the last decade;

· Over the last eight years, the number of disabled employees in the public sector has risen from 11.5 percent to 14.2 percent, somewhat ahead of the private sector (Unleashing Aspiration, p. 23)

7. The paper notes that the professions will be increasingly crucial to Britain’s economic success, as the bulk of future economic growth, and of new jobs, will be in the professions. ‘In future, the UK’s economic advantage will lie increasingly in knowledge-based services, the very sectors where professionals are most concentrated. Indeed the UK is a world leader when it comes to knowledge-based services’ (p. 16). The report notes that ‘some studies suggest that up to nine new jobs in ten created over the next decade will be in professional and managerial sectors’ (p. 21). Thus, a failure to expand access to the professions would effectively freeze, or reverse, the flow of social mobility in the United Kingdom. 
8. The report also states that the professions will be unable to effectively fill these new positions unless they abandon their ‘closed-shop mentality’ and seek new blood from a wider array of social backgrounds. ‘Filling these future professional roles with suitably high-potential employees will mean recruiting far more widely than from the narrower pool of talent on which the professions currently focus’ (p. 21).
Recommendation One
9. The paper’s first recommendation sets the overall agenda of Unleashing Aspiration and the whole social mobility agenda. It is, namely, that ’social mobility should explicitly be the top overarching social policy priority for this and future governments. The Government should develop new ways of embedding this priority across all government departments. It should develop new partnerships with civic institutions, professional bodies, community organisations and individual citizens to help deliver this priority (p. 40).
10. To further this, Recommendation 2 calls for a ‘social mobility commission’, comprised of ‘independently appointed experts’, with three key roles:
Research: providing evidence on trends and policy on social mobility in the UK and internationally;
Technical advice: providing advice to government, other public bodies, and employers on policy measures to raise social mobility including by disseminating best practice from the UK and internationally, and;
Transparency and accountability: monitoring and reporting on the actions that government, the professions, employers and others take to improve social mobility and on their impact (p. 41).

Recommendations concerning skills

11. Chapter 9 deals with ‘new opportunities for career progression’, referring to the development of new ways for people in vocational education to transfer later on into the professions. The paper notes that 75 percent of the Times Top 100 Employers do not accept applications from persons without academic degrees, while people of lower income are heavily represented in vocational programmes. Only 15 percent of the children of workers in ‘routine’ (ie non-professional) jobs go to university, compared to 41 percent of the children of professionals (Unleashing Aspiration, p. 122).
12. For FE, the most important recommendations the report makes centre around its calls for ‘a new demand-led training system that empowers learners’ (p. 128). The report argues that the current system is ‘inflexible’, ‘highly complex and difficult to navigate’, lacks a ‘common standard to recognise the value of different qualifications’ and is ‘directed towards institutions rather than meeting individuals’ requirements’ (p. 128-9). The system provides less support for part-time students and vocational students, has strict qualifications that limit access by age and type of qualifications, and has too many funding streams, which confuse learners.
13. The panel emphasises the importance of creating new routes into the professions from vocational learning. Recommendation 69 calls for the professions to ‘work with the National Apprenticeship Service and the relevant Sector Skills Councils to establish clear progression routes from vocational training into the professions, and ensure learners are aware of these routes’, while Recommendation 70 adds that ‘the Government and the professions should provide a repository of best practice, setting out practical ways in which vocational routes can be expanded into the professions’ (p. 123).
14. The report argues that many ‘aspiring professionals would benefit if training and professional qualifications were more flexible and tailored to their circumstances – for example, those returning to work after a period of time off who may want to change career, or those who need to complete qualifications on a part-time basis. Women are likely to be particular beneficiaries of a more flexible system’ (p. 130). The paper also argues the system would be more equitable, more efficient and would provide greater choice and power for the learner (p. 131).
15. To achieve more flexibility, the panel proposes that the Skills Accounts programme, which was suggested by Leitch, be reformed into an expandable entitlement, in the form of a voucher that the learner could control. The current Skills Accounts merely detail how much public money a learner is entitled to. Instead, ‘the Government should reconfigure the existing Skills Accounts programme to establish a truly demand-driven system of Lifelong Skill Accounts. They could comprise a voucher up to the value of £5,000 that could be topped up through contributions from individuals and employers with a wide range of entitlements, including to apprenticeships, professional qualifications and to part-time further and higher education programmes, for example (p. 132). 
16. The accounts would be a ‘clear individual entitlement’, available throughout a person’s life. They would be designed to provide the greatest possible ‘individual power and control in choosing appropriate training … with the soon-to-be launched Adult Advancement and Careers Service providing personal adviser support to help people make informed choices’. FE providers should be ‘able to compete fairly to provide training purchased through the Lifelong Skill Accounts’, with the possibility that some funding sources might be guaranteed to allow this (p. 132). The Sector Skills Councils would be charged with ‘maintaining a ‘preferred provider’ list of training suppliers’ (p. 132).
17. At the same time, however, the accounts should be ‘deployed towards long-term national skill priorities. Some courses would not be eligible for public funding purchase through the Lifelong Skill Accounts, but others, for example basic adult skill programmes, would be eligible for a high level of public co-funding because of their social and economic benefit’ (p. 132).
18. The paper also suggests that ‘the Government should review how to redirect support for employers through tax or other direct incentive schemes’ (p. 132).
19. More broadly, Unleashing Aspiration recognises that ‘further education has an important role to play in the training system and in boosting social mobility’, as it offers abundant training opportunities in a variety of qualifications and in almost every locality in the country, and because it offers part-time education. Furthermore, FE colleges enroll the majority of their students (57 percent) from lower income groups, far more than sixth forms (31 percent for school sixth forms, 22 percent of maintained sixth form colleges) (p. 133)
20. The paper thus recommends that the Government should review how it can free up the oversight and control of further education’. It also says ‘the Government should ensure that future increases in spending are better aligned between further and higher education, recognising the important contribution of further education colleges for social mobility, particularly as providers of diverse training routes into the professions’ (p. 134).
21. Among other recommendations relevant to FE and skills providers is a call for more ‘paraprofessionals’, workers who perform auxiliary tasks within the professions (such as healthcare assistants in nursing, classroom assistants in teaching or police community support officers). These positions could provide more avenues into the professions (as bookkeepers once became accountants). The panel recommends that ‘each profession should examine the potential to devolve functions to paraprofessionals. The Government should ensure that, across all of the public services, reform programmes are being introduced to do the same’, and also that ‘the professions should work with the Government and others to set out clear progression maps from paraprofessional roles, and ensure that training systems support these routes’ (p. 125).
22. The panel also considered easing entry into the professions for older workers, and those changing careers later in life. It called for the professions and their regulatory bodies to ‘encourage businesses in their sector to ensure that they meet best practice in mid-career changes and career interchange routes’ (p. 127). This would be especially beneficial in increasing women’s participation in the workforce, which could potentially produce between £15 and £23 billion in GDP growth (between 1.3 and 2 percent of GDP) (p. 127).
Higher education
23. Alongside creating direct routes from vocational programmes to the professions, the panel also seeks to ease apprentices into higher education. The body calls for the establishment of ‘apprenticeship scholarships’ to higher education. Initially, the paper proposes there be 3,000 of these, but the numbers will increase to 10,000. Funding would come from the current Train to Gain budget (p. 85). The Government ‘should ensure that it delivers on its commitment to incorporate apprenticeship frameworks into the UCAS points system by 2010’ (p. 84). 
24. The Government should make it easier for students to enter university at different times, and to transfer between universities, by introducing modular degrees (‘a transferable credit-based learning system to recognise student achievement in discrete modules or mini-courses’), and by allowing students to enroll throughout the year (p. 85). It should also expand e-learning, and ‘examine how to remove the artificial and increasingly indefensible division between part-time and full-time higher education in relation to funding, regulatory and student support frameworks’ (p. 83).The Government should also improve data collection, both of the income profiles and backgrounds of those entering university, and that of graduates leaving HE.
25. As part of the wider effort to make higher education more accessible, the panel recommends extending the provision of higher education through the more numerous and widespread FE colleges. ‘Universities and colleges, working with the Government, should make the concept of ‘HE within FE’ one that is universal across the country so that many more mature students, in particular, are able to study for a degree’ (p. 85).
26. Universities should also work to actively support low-income students, by forging ‘sustainable, concrete links … between individual schools, particularly those with low progression rates, and local universities, including specialist help to increase the number of pupils achieving five GCSEs at grades A*-C (including English and mathematics)’ (p. 91). This could include using widening participation funds towards this purpose, and offering university representatives for governing bodies. Universities ‘should work with schools to ensure that higher education related information, advice and guidance, and outreach and mentoring programmes are provided from primary school level onwards’ (p. 91). This advice and guidance should include information on grants and financial support (p. 95). 
27. The report calls for a review of the system of student support, as part of the review into university fees (expected to issue its final report next year). ‘It should initiate a national debate on the trade-offs between higher fees, growing student places and increasing financial support for students. It should consider fairer financial support for those undertaking postgraduate and part-time courses, more targeted packages of financial support for students from average and less well-off families, and new support for students living and learning at their local university, including ‘fee-free’ higher education (p. 96).
Other recommendations

Career services
28. The panel stresses the importance of providing better careers advice and guidance to young people from poorer backgrounds.  The panel faults the current Connexions service for ‘its focus on the minority of vulnerable young people’, which ‘is distracting it from offering proper careers advice and guidance to the majority of young people’ (p. 75). The panel proposes that the service be abolished, and its £200 million budget redirected to schools and colleges ‘in order to give them the freedom to tender for careers services from a range of providers’ (p. 76). In the same vein, the paper recommends that ‘schools and colleges should have direct responsibility for providing information, advice and guidance, with a professional careers service located in every school and college – starting from primary age’ (p. 76).
29. The paper also suggests that ‘schools, colleges and professions should work in partnership to produce career prospectuses and online information sources aimed at parents’, and that Ofsted be given the power to inspect schools and colleges on their information and advice services (p. 77).
Internships
30. Internships should be openly advertised, and those selected for them should be chosen impartially, to ensure equitable access. ‘The professions, the Government, trade unions and the third sector should together produce a common best practice code for high-quality internships’, and the professions should work to publicise this code (p. 106). High-quality internships should be recognised by a kitemark (p.108), and professional associations should require members to accept the kitemark and the associated standards as a requirement for membership (p. 108). The kitemark should also be required if an intern seeks government funding for their internship (p. 111)
31. The Government should also provide more financial support for interns, by allowing them to take out their loans in four installments rather than three (to fund summer internships), and to ‘explore ways of providing means-tested micro-loans to interns to cover the cost of living and commuting for a short internship period’. The panel also suggests that ‘companies offering internships should be given the option to pay a small part of their tax contribution directly to the Student Loans Company to cover the cost of the internship loans and associated administrative costs’ (p. 109-10). Both the Government and professions should investigate providing more loans to support internships, especially for interns from lower-income groups. 
Schools
32. The committee focuses a large part of its attention in this area on improving the performance gap between schools with lower-income and higher-income students. The report notes that ‘the chances of a child who is eligible for free school meals – roughly the poorest 15 percent by family income – getting good school qualifications by the age of 16 are less than one-third of those for better-off classmates’ (p. 65). 
33. The report notes that educational attainment has risen over the past several decades, and credits this improvement to several factors, including a centralised inspection regime; the establishment of academies and city technology colleges (CTCs); the introduction of the National Curriculum; improvements in teacher training; the National Challenge programme, which focuses on those schools where fewer than 30 percent of students attain five good GCSEs, and; extended school activities.
34. The report recommends the Government consider four measures for reducing the attainment gap in the school system:
City academies could be extended in both the primary and secondary sectors, extending out from the most deprived areas to become, over time, universal across the whole country;
The supply of school places could be opened up to greater competition, particularly in areas of school under-performance. Existing government legislation allows this to happen and new schools are now being set up. … New impetus could be injected by new partners, such as chains of state schools or schools sponsored by groups of parents, being invited to take over or work with underperforming schools;
In areas of disadvantage schools could receive additional funding, or each pupil from a disadvantaged background could attract a premium payment to recognise their particular needs, and; 
Individual parents in areas where schools are consistently under-performing could be given a new ‘right of redress’ to choose a better school for their child. They could be given an education credit worth 150 percent of the cost of the child’s schooling to take them to a state school of their choice. The extra funding would incentivise good schools to expand their pupil numbers and broaden their social intakes (p. 68).
35. The Government should also encourage more third-sector providers to teach ‘soft skill’ programmes by increasing support for these providers. The panel recommends that schools provide a wider range of extracurricular activities, and that Ofsted inspect schools on how well they provide extracurricular activities (p. 71).’The Charity Commission’s assessment of independent schools for public benefit should include how they are sharing their expertise in extracurricular activity and soft skill acquisition with state schools’ (p. 72). The Government should also provide enough funds for every state school to participate in Cadet Force activities (p. 72).
Implementation

36. The panel made several recommendations about how its proposals can be implemented. It recommends that the panel itself be kept in existence, and meet annually to review progress and ‘should meet annually to carry out a stock-take of progress that the Government and the professions have made in implementing its recommendations. After each meeting it should publish its findings, with any additional recommendations it sees fit to make. The Government should support the Panel in carrying out these tasks’ (p. 136).
37. DIUS established a Gateway to the Professions Collaborative Forum during its brief existence, with the goal of ‘promoting more effective joint working between professional bodies, Sector Skills Councils and higher education institutions’ (p. 136). The panel proposes that this forum be reinvigorated (it isn’t clear whether it has ceased to exist or not), and expanded to include representatives of the armed forces, the arts and other sectors. It could assist the panel in reviewing the progress of implementing the report, as well as offering advice and sharing best practice.
38. The panel also proposed that professional regulators commit to supporting increased social mobility, and that ‘the professions should routinely report on activities that are aimed at making access fairer as part of their established corporate social responsibility reporting arrangements’ (p. 137).
Key messages and implications for the sector
39. Although the Panel on Fair Access was established as a result of a White Paper, its recommendations are not themselves a White Paper – that is, they do not represent a Government plan for legislation. The Government can reject some or all of the recommendations. It has not yet responded to them, so it’s impossible to say if they will be implemented. It’s also unclear whether a government from a different party would fulfil the recommendations, though the panel is a cross-party body.
40. The panel’s report is part of the wider social mobility action plan introduced in New Opportunities: Fair Chances for the Future
. Perhaps the weightiest proposal in that document was the announcement that the Government would consider ‘legislating to make clear that tackling socio-economic disadvantage and narrowing gaps in outcomes for people from different backgrounds is a core function of key public services. This could take the form of a new strategic duty on central departments and key public services to address the inequality that arises from socio-economic disadvantage and place this objective at the core of their policies and programmes’ (New Opportunities, p. 22). A clause to this effect has been included in the current equality bill, now before the House of Commons.
41. The fact that Unleashing Aspiration assigns to the FE and skills sector, a central role in fulfilling its ambitions to improve social mobility (as did New Opportunities before it), is an important opportunity for the sector to enhance its reputation with government. This new requirement is consonant with the traditional values and ambitions of FE, but is nonetheless extremely challenging to achieve, especially given the financial climate and scale of demands on the sector.  Therefore thorough consideration will need to be given to the scope of the challenge and readiness of the sector to respond. For example we will need to understand how to measure the current impact of individual providers and the sector as a whole on socio-economic disadvantage.

42. The focus on new routes to professions suggests there is potential for FE to develop new links with, and influence within, the major professions. By committing to connecting FE and vocational programmes more concretely to professional careers and progression into higher education, the proposals could also make FE more attractive to potential learners. 

43. The proposed expansion of the ‘paraprofessional’ role could also serve as an opportunity for FE, as the sector’s institutions are likely to be called upon to train such personnel. The sector will also have the opportunity (and, hopefully, the funding, though the paper doesn’t mention this) to expand its delivery of higher education services, perhaps through the new regulations allowing colleges to award foundation degrees. Consideration could also be given to whether new paraprofessional roles in FE itself would enhance the diversity of entrants and the opportunities for career progression.  LLUK will have a key role in this regard. 
44. The paper calls for ‘aligning’ increases in HE and FE funding. Although this point is not fully fleshed out, it offers welcome support for improved funding for the FE and skills sector in the future.  However, given the current medium-term forecasts for public spending, any benefits are likely to be delayed for several years. However, the sector could benefit from the new individual skills accounts – adult and part-time learners who find FE convenient should have more funding to opt for FE colleges. The paper also proposes giving FE colleges control over their careers services budget.

45. It’s also worth noting that Unleashing Aspiration builds on well-established themes and approaches. It calls for a ‘demand-led’ training system, and on several occasions mentions that providers should work in partnership to provide services – for example, that universities should work with schools in providing careers guidance. The paper calls for new progression routes from vocational training into higher education and the professions, which are likely to involve partnership work between FE, universities and the professions (and, indeed, the teaching of higher education in colleges). The paper also laments the complexity of the current training system, echoing criticisms made by the UK Commission for Employment and Skills, the House of Commons select committee for skills, the Conservative Party and the sector and its associations.
46. Unleashing Aspiration therefore signals many potential opportunities for the sector. The response from government is awaited however to determine which will be taken forward to implementation.
Implications for LSIS development and support services
47. Although likely, it is not certain that the new requirement to tackle social mobility will pass into law. However, if it does become law, preparatory work will be needed to provide the basis for implementation and to identify the support and development needed from LSIS and other national partners.  For example, it will be essential to establish agreed approaches to measure social mobility in order to measure the impact of FE and skills over time and to provide the basis for assessing and improving practice.
48. In addition the paper indicates other areas where preparatory thinking could be helpful, for example in relation to:
Reviewing  professional and other progression routes from schools into FE and beyond to identify innovative approaches (as suggested in paragraph 26 above);

Developing more flexible qualifications, perhaps in tandem with the Sector Skills Councils (see paragraph 13);
Marketing the sector to the individuals who would hold the Individual Skills Accounts, and popularising the accounts themselves (see paragraph 15); 
Exploring the role and implications of paraprofessionals and of people changing careers in mid life, for sector human resource strategies and personnel development planning (see paragraphs 21-22), and;
Considering the implications of the proposed changes in advice and careers services if these recommendations are adopted. 
49. Views about the priority issues on which LSIS should be working with the sector to develop preparatory analysis, thinking and planning will assist us to be ready to offer the necessary services if and when these proposals are introduced.  Comments and views should be sent to Ben or Caroline via the email addresses below.
Ben Margulies

Policy Research Officer
Ben.Margulies@LSIS.org.uk 
Caroline Mager
Executive director, Policy and strategic intelligence, LSIS

Caroline.Mager@LSIS.org.uk 
Anyone wishing to arrange a free subscription to these Brief Guides, or the associated Policy Updates, should contact Ben Margulies at the e-mail address above.
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� The professions include: actors, musicians and writers; lecturers and professors; nurses; teachers; stockbrokers and traders; scientists and other medical professions; engineers; bankers; accountants; journalists and broadcasters; doctors, and; lawyers, at least according to the graph on page 19, which measures the social exclusivity of the professions. Police and the armed forces are mentioned in other parts of the paper.
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