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Introduction
1.
From February to April 2007 the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) and the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) consulted publicly on a draft Equality Impact Assessment (EQIA) covering 23 current policy strands on adult skills. These were set out in the White Papers Skills: Getting on in business, getting on at work (March 2005) and Further Education: Raising Skills, Improving Life Chances (March 2006), and developed further in the light of recommendations by the Leitch Review of Skills Prosperity for all in the Global Economy: world class skills (December 2006). The draft EQIA examined the impact of the policies on disability, race and gender equality. 
2.
The feedback from the consultation helped to shape the final EQIA which is available on the DfES website at: http://www.dfes.gov.uk/skillsstrategy/index.cfm?fuseaction=content.view&CategoryID=6
3.
While the DfES and the LSC were able to apply many comments in the final EQIA, this was not the case with all of the feedback. This report is a straightforward account of the consultation exercise itself and of the main points from the responses to it, published in the interests of accountability and transparency. It is important to emphasise that inclusion of a comment in this document cannot, in itself, be taken as endorsement of that point by the DfES or the LSC, nor as an undertaking to act on it in developing adult skills policies. 

The consultation exercise
4.
The draft EQIA was published on the DfES’ main consultation website. An e-mail alert about the document and the consultation arrangements was sent to some 9,000 organisations known to have a specialist interest in adult skills, in equalities, or in both. In addition, a notification was sent by post to about 450 individuals. All those who were contacted were encouraged to pass on the information to others. News of the consultation was sent through routine DfES and LSC internal and external communication channels, and external partners were asked to cascade the information through their own networks. 

5.
Nine regional meetings to discuss the consultation document were held in Birmingham, Bradford, Bridgwater, Chelmsford, Durham, Fareham, London, Manchester and Nottingham. Over 100 people attended. Written submissions could be submitted by post, by e-mail to a dedicated DfES mailbox, or on-line through the DfES website, and a further 36 responses were received in this way. 

6.
Consultation contributions, through event attendance and written response, came from a wide range of individuals and organisations including colleges, local education authorities, sector skills councils, voluntary and community organisations, trade unions, local authorities and local LSC offices. A full list is at the end of this report.

7.       All invitations to engage with the consultation emphasised that comments were welcome on any and all aspects of the draft document. By way of guidance, however, four generic questions were posed in relation to all the individual policy strands covered in the draft EQIA: 

· Is our summary of relevant evidence of the impact on equality of  the policies covered sufficient? Or are there further sources of evidence we have missed? And are there further equality issues, in relation to specific policy strands, requiring attention?
· Are our proposed equality impact assessments appropriate? Or should they be amended? With regard to all the strands in the Skills Strategy our assessment is that they are unlikely, if implemented in the ways intended, to have an adverse impact on equalities and that on the contrary they have the potential for positive impact. In some instances, however, there is, as yet, insufficient evidence, and in some instances there is a danger that the proposed policy will not reduce existing inequalities unless further steps are taken. Please comment on as many of our provisional assessments as you wish.

· Are the proposed actions, and arrangements for monitoring and review, satisfactory? Or are further actions required, in your view, to ensure that particular policies have a positive impact on equalities? Are additional forms of monitoring and review required?     

· Can you, in relation to specific policy strands, point us to examples of good practice in promoting disability, gender and race equality? 
8.
At the regional events, delegates were also prompted to consider the coverage of equalities evidence and issues, and the overall approach to the EQIA through the following questions:

· Are the lists of issues and current inequalities (in respect of disability, gender and race) sufficient as summaries? If not, what further issues and inequalities should be added?

· Are the lists of criteria for equality assessments (in respect of disability, gender and race) sufficient? If not, what further criteria should be added?

· Is the policy-by-policy structure in the best approach? Or would it be preferable to discuss each equality area (disability, gender and race) in separate sections? 

· The EQIA is essentially a technical document. Could it be made more readable and user-friendly, while still sticking to the requirements of the legislation? How?

Overall response to the draft EQIA
9.
The broad pattern of response was as follows:
· The coverage of issues and inequalities was considered satisfactory but there was a strong feeling that age equality should be included alongside the other three equalities groups.

· The summaries of relevant evidence in the consultation document were considered to be sufficient. Several additional publications and sources, however, were suggested and requests were made for additional statistics.

· The criteria for equality assessments were considered largely satisfactory.

· Opinion was divided as to whether the proposed equality impact assessments were appropriate. There was some concern that certain of them appeared to be over-optimistic, and not supported by sufficiently robust evidence. More broadly, there was some unease about the implications for equality of the Skills Strategy’s prioritisation of the needs of employers.

· The proposed actions, and arrangements for monitoring and review, were considered satisfactory, providing safeguards were put in place to prevent  exacerbating inequalities that already exist.  

· The majority of respondents preferred the policy-by-policy structure, though some pointed out that this did not mirror learners’ experiences, and that while each policy might work in itself it was the way they fitted together (or did not) that mattered to individuals and should be the measure of effectiveness and equality.

· There was strong support for production of an Executive Summary to enable readers to grasp the ‘headlines’ quickly, and for an index. 

Detailed comments
10.
Detailed comments on the consultation document fell under the following broad headings: 

· the different dimensions of equality (paragraphs 11-19 below)
· cross-cutting themes (paragraphs 20-30)
· specific policy strands (paragraphs 31-49)
· the overall direction of adult skills policy (paragraphs 50-56) 

· suggestions for next steps (paragraphs 57-58).

Different dimensions of equality
11.
Most respondents were, on balance, in favour of the EQIA’s approach of considering equality and diversity issues together for each policy strand rather than as a set of discrete single issues (though a small number representing one dimension of equality only, such as disability, would have preferred to see all the material of interest to them brigaded together). This approach also allows the multi-dimensional aspects of  disadvantage to emerge (for example, the particular effects of gender and race combined), and helps to highlight the features which different kinds of discrimination have in common. Such multiple disadvantage is a recurring thread throughout the report of the Equalities Review, Freedom and Fairness (March 2007). Furthermore, a holistic approach looks ahead to the establishment of the Commission for Equality and Human Rights (CEHR) in autumn 2007. 
Age 

12.
While it was clear that the draft EQIA had focused on disability, ethnicity and gender because these are the only dimensions of equality covered by the statutory duty to conduct equality impact assessments, there were widespread calls for age to have a higher profile in the final document, preferably on a par with the other three areas of equality. 
Disability 
13.
The draft EQIA showed that, while the information base for ethnicity and gender issues is substantial, the data on disability is less comprehensive. The most likely explanation was felt to be a reluctance by adults, whether as learners or employees, to disclose disabilities due either to concerns about stereotyping and negative attitudes or adverse impact on job prospects, or scepticism that such disclosure would bring any advantages in the form of extra help. 
14.
The diversity of disabled people requires wider acknowledgement, so that accessibility is assessed for different groups, involving user groups of disabled people as outlined in the DfES disability equality scheme.
 

15.
Another frequent comment was that policies need to pay attention to disabilities that arise with age and to the particular training needs associated with them, such as lip-reading. Awareness of mental illness as a form of disability should be promoted. 

Ethnicity

16.
Respondents reminded us that the EQIA should explicitly recognise that Traveller and Gypsy communities are included in race equality legislation. Some wanted to see more reference to the new migrant communities from Eastern Europe, and to the needs of refugees and people seeking asylum.

Gender

17.
Comments pointed out that the EQIA should spell out that transgender and transsexual people are protected by gender equality legislation.

18.
Childcare was felt by many respondents to be a crucial factor in enabling parents - particularly lone parents, and primarily, though not exclusively, women - to learn and progress. Respondents also highlighted the need to accommodate people with other caring responsibilities involving elderly or disabled people or other dependents through flexibly-delivered training.  
19.
It was suggested that the analysis of gender issues should include more reference to overcoming occupational segregation, to gaps in pay between men and women and to under-use of women’s’ skills.

Cross-cutting themes 
Vulnerable groups

20.
Several written submissions to the consultation put the case that, beyond core legal requirements, adult skills policies ought to pay attention to other specific groups at risk of marginalisation. These include:
· people over the age of 55
· part-time and temporary workers
· people employed in businesses that are ‘lukewarm’ to training
· migrants, especially from EU accession countries and those for whom English is an additional language
· women in certain communities, particularly communities of Bangladeshi or Pakistani heritage 

· people currently on welfare benefits, especially those on incapacity benefits as a consequence of mental health problems
· offenders and ex-offenders 
· young people who are not in employment, education or training (NEET)
· people with caring responsibilities for young children, and for elderly or disabled relatives
· adults with literacy levels at or below Entry Level 2.
Regional differences

21.
Consultation events, in particular, highlighted the effects of significant regional differences. Relative isolation in rural areas, for example, can cause particular difficulties for disabled people and people of ethnic minority backgrounds in finding suitable, accessible provision. Patterns of settlement, demographics (e.g. high proportions of older people in the South West), economic history, employment patterns and prospects all have a bearing on equality priorities and the best ways of addressing them.
Recognising travel-to-work areas
22.
An additional geographical issue raised was the concept of monitoring by travel-to-work areas in assessing the extent to which workforce and service users are representative of the background population. 
The need for qualitative evidence

23.
Many respondents commented on the need to balance statistical information with qualitative evidence in order to understand the reasons behind the data and decide on solutions. The perspectives of learners and potential learners were highlighted as particularly important in this respect (especially in view of the specific duty to involve disabled people in policy development) and learner satisfaction proposed as a vital criterion in evaluation. The LSC’s National Learner Panel was often suggested as one possible way of gathering such evidence. People also commented positively on the role played by the Adult Learning Inspectorate in collecting and disseminating qualitative information, and hoped that Ofsted would work in a similarly helpful way.

Easier comparison between sources of evidence

23.
There were calls for standardisation in the terminology used in relation to disability and ethnicity, between DfES, LSC and DWP as a starting point, so that different research studies, evaluations and management information databases can be reliably compared. 

Monitoring overall performance
25.
Respondents pointed out that to judge the effectiveness of learning, and its equality and diversity performance, data was needed at several points, to monitor numbers starting, their length of stay, completion rates, qualifications and (where relevant) job outcomes. Only this would help identify patterns and pinpoint areas of difficulty. Some providers said that they collect this kind of data already for their own purposes. People also made the related point that longer-term tracking was needed to check not just that learners got jobs but that they remained in employment.
Inspection, accountability and accreditation

26.
Consultation responses often identified the potential of Investors in People to create a positive climate for equality and diversity. Other quality assurance and inspection processes, such as those required to qualify for LSC funding, were also felt to be potentially very powerful in setting out expectations for equality in learning and skills, and in promoting the culture of permanent improvement needed.

Crucial influencing roles
27.
Recognising the essential role in the promotion of equality played by careers advisers and people who advise employers, several respondents felt that these practitioners’ understanding of disability issues in particular needed to be increased.
Combating ignorance and prejudice

28.
There was a widespread feeling that there is still a lot of ignorance - and even prejudice - in workplaces and amongst employers in relation to all dimensions of equality legislation. This must be borne in mind in the design of training and development for learning and skills staff, and when supporting learners on work-placements.

Voluntary sector

29.
Voluntary and community organisations responding to the consultation emphasised that the third sector has a significant record in delivering learning and skills for disadvantaged people, and can also make a contribution by identifying needs and advising on ways of meeting them.
Procurement and commissioning

30.
Thinking laterally, it was suggested that equality and diversity standards be built into procurement and tendering processes for any business funded by adult skills budgets, whether it be delivery of training or, for example, catering or cleaning contracts. There was some uncertainty about the extent to which this was permitted under EU legislation.
Specific policy strands 
31.
While all 23 policy strands attracted some comment, the substance of the consultation feedback focused particularly on the following:
Train to Gain

32.
Given the central place of the Train to Gain service in current and future skills policy, respondents felt it particularly important to scrutinise this strand, and many considered that the provisional impact assessment in the consultation document seemed over-confident in its expectation that the service would benefit people who are currently disadvantaged. This was largely due to the newness of the policy and the gaps in data. Low participation by disabled people was pinpointed as a particular cause for concern: suggested explanations included low employment rates among disabled people (i.e. they are just not there to be trained) or individuals’ reluctance to disclose disability.
33.
The draft EQIA was felt largely to overlook the importance of skills brokers, who have such a pivotal role in defining business needs and sourcing appropriate suppliers of training. Done without awareness of equality issues this could perpetuate inequality in the labour market and in learning; several respondents called for brokers to be geared up to challenge stereotyping and discrimination if they encountered it.

34.
Despite Train to Gain’s focus on low-skilled workers there were still fears that participating employers would continue to exclude some staff from training, perpetuating existing disadvantage. Part-time, fixed-term and casual workers (predominantly women and migrants) traditionally have less access to training than full-time, permanent contract workers and there was some scepticism about Train to Gain’s capacity to change these patterns or to persuade employers, particularly those in the SME sector, to get involved with training. 
Skills for Life/ English for Speakers of Other Languages

35.
The data on Skills for Life in the draft EQIA was widely thought to be thin, with more information needed on participation and success rates broken down by learner characteristics.

36.
Respondents felt that there was a need to cross-reference the EQIA document with the recent Race Equality Impact Assessment (REIA) carried out on proposals for funding English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL). Some said they would like to see that ESOL impact assessment extended to include gender and disability too. Some of the ground covered in the ESOL REIA was revisited (particularly at the London consultation event since this is where the proposed changes would have most impact) with respondents asserting that improvements in skills and employability would not be possible if access to ESOL provision were limited. The EQIA document also needed to say something about the link between skills and migration policy. 
Sector Skills Councils

37.
Sector Skills Councils (SSCs) were generally seen as having a significant leadership and influencing role among employers, and respondents were anxious that, as that role is developed in the light of the Leitch Review of Skills, a proactive approach to equality and diversity should be embedded. The impact of current equality work by SSCs had not been widely felt, though examples emerged of projects which were addressing specific equality issues in specific sectors.  

38.
SSCs could lead the way in encouraging employers to think differently and creatively about new, non-traditional sources of labour to fill recruitment and skill shortages. They could also spread effective practice through peer-to-peer channels, which are felt to be more effective than external influences such as learning providers or government. 

Adult Learner Accounts 

39.
Comments focused on queries and potential areas of concern that respondents felt ought to be taken into account in developing the new accounts. Respondents wanted reassurance that, if these are to be the main mechanism for funding individuals’ learning, accounts would be weighted to accommodate additional learner needs currently funded in other ways. Administration and paperwork could prove a disincentive for some groups to take them up. 

40.
The importance of information advice and guidance (IAG) in enabling account holders to ‘spend wisely’ was clear, and interest centred on people least equipped to make such informed decisions - would IAG on offer really be sufficient? The initial focus on Level 3 qualifications was felt by some to be raising expectations unrealistically high. 

41.
There were also queries as to whether the account mechanism would be flexible enough to accommodate people who might need to leave and return to training (those with mental health difficulties were cited but others such as people with caring responsibilities could be affected too). 

The Level 2 Entitlement
42.
Concern was voiced by many respondents that the focus on Level 2, and consequent reduction in provision below that level, had a disproportionate impact on people already disadvantaged in learning and skills. A parallel was drawn with Skills for Life, where the very lowest levels of achievement are not included in performance targets and are therefore less likely to be funded. The gap between Level 1 or basic skills qualifications and Level 2 can be very big for some people.

43.
The point was made that the prospect of signing up at the start for a full Level 2 could deter some people who might, in fact, be capable of achieving one in time if allowed to take a modular approach and build up at their own pace. Funding did not allow for the long period of training that some people would need in order to achieve a Level 2, leading providers who could to focus on the ‘easier to help’. Providers who choose to specialise in ‘harder-to-help’ clients cannot cross-subsidise from easy wins who cost little to get through their Level 2 as they do not have these kind if learners on their books.
44.
Some respondents - especially those working with people with learning difficulties - questioned the premise that a Level 2 qualification is necessary for employment, asserting their experience that people are in practice employable and able to work effectively without one. 
45.
It was pointed out that the focus on a first full Level 2 disqualifies people who need to re-train, and that this could have a particularly negative effect on older workers with outdated skills and people who acquired a disability later in life. 
46.
Due to the relative newness of the Level 2 Entitlement no robust evidence could be cited to support or disprove the fears expressed, but there were calls for thorough monitoring of the impact on the groups felt to be at risk, remaining alert to unintended consequences. 

Personal and Community Development Learning

47.
Personal and Community Development Learning (PCDL) was valued by numerous respondents as providing a gentle slope into learning and skills for people who might otherwise be too wary or under-confident to try, or whose lives make a very flexible mode of delivery necessary. The point was made that ‘recreational’ learning helps accustom people to time-keeping and working in groups and develops other so-called ‘soft’ skills required for employability. Evidence was cited that participation in learning also helps to maintain health and well-being, and in doing so contributes to disability and age equality.

48.
Though safeguarded through the Skills Strategy, it was argued that in practice PCDL provision was being reduced, providing fewer opportunities for disadvantaged groups who traditionally make use of it. Some comments suggested that this would also have knock-on implications for achievement of Level 2 targets - as well as wider government aims for health, community cohesion and citizenship.

The role of Trade Unions

49.
Several contributors felt that the EQIA should give greater recognition to the role played by Union Learning Representatives (ULRs) in relation to all equality dimensions. Respondents also called for more support and training for ULRs to enhance their effectiveness further. 

The overall direction of adult skills policy
50.
The majority of the comments that follow were, technically, outside the scope of the draft EQIA and the consultation on it, but the messages came up frequently and strongly and so merit inclusion here.

51.
A concern felt by many was the priority given to the needs of employers (and the further moves towards a demand-led system recommended by the Leitch Review of Skills). 
 It was argued that by taking this approach adult skills policies would be unlikely to reduce existing inequalities in the labour market experienced, for example, by disabled people and people from some ethnic minority groups. Stereotyping and occupational segregation that keeps women, in particular, in lower-paid jobs, would be perpetuated. There was a call for close monitoring of the effects of an employer-led system on equality for disadvantaged groups, bearing in mind the positive duties on the DfES and the LSC to promote equality rather than just avoid discrimination. 

52.
Respondents were concerned that employers’ needs could be tightly-focused and short-term, and would not necessarily be considered synonymous with individuals’ needs nor with the needs of society as a whole. One suggested a distinction between “employer-led” and “employment-led”, advocating the latter approach. Otherwise, the Skills Strategy’s aim to ensure that people “have the skills they need to be both employable and personally fulfilled” was in danger of being eclipsed. An exclusive focus on skills for jobs and the drive for a thriving economy could mean that other Government objectives such as community cohesion, active citizenship, work-life balance, and stable family life would be at risk.

53.
The focus on vocational programmes, delivered in large, predominantly full-time modules and largely based in formal educational institutions was felt to run counter to the practices advocated - in the Kennedy Report
, for example - as the most effective, and sometimes the only, way of drawing marginalised and disadvantaged people (for example women of South Asian backgrounds and people with mental health difficulties) into learning, skills and employment and enabling them to succeed. 

The impact of welfare and employment policies

54.
Some respondents raised again the potential conflict between the Government’s ‘work first’ agenda and the need for people to develop skills and achieve qualifications, due to restrictions on study for people claiming work-related benefits. 

Extending the scope of equalities legislation

55.
Several respondents reported from first hand experience that the positive legal duties to promote equality on the grounds of race, disability and gender are beginning to make an impact on colleges. During the consultation it was suggested that all providers in receipt of public funding for training, including employers under Train to Gain, should be subject to this duty. Some felt that it should extend to Sector Skills Councils and Regional Skills Partnerships.

Continuing professional development

56.
There were calls for adult skills policies, and the duty to promote equality within them, to be taken into account in FE workforce development policy, so that staff feel confident in delivery. 

Next steps

57.
While it was generally understood that the EQIA, when published, would be a snapshot of the current state of play on equality in adult skills, there was a strongly-held view throughout the consultation that it should be a starting point rather than an end in itself, and that it should set out future commitments to action and monitoring by the DfES and the LSC. There was support for publication of an Action Plan to accompany the final EQIA.

58.
Consultees agreed on the need for an Executive Summary to be published alongside the EQIA. It was suggested that this should be available in an easy-read version as well as more conventional formats, and that different versions for different audiences might be considered. Some respondents questioned whether employers, and learners and potential learners, would find the EQIA document accessible, and whether it would guide providers seeking to fulfil their obligations under equality legislation. These functions are outside the scope of the EQIA, but it could be significant that people involved in skills and equalities apparently feel the need of something to fulfil them. 
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� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.dfes.gov.uk/publications/des/disability.shtml" ��http://www.dfes.gov.uk/publications/des/disability.shtml�. 


� A critique of the Skills Strategy appears in two recent publications: Confronting the Skills Paradox (DEMOS in association with City & Guilds, January 2007) and Learning for Life: a new framework for adult skills (Institute for Public Policy Research, March 2007). 


� Learning works - Widening Participation in Further Education (1997).
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