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Dear Lord McFall, 

Thank you for your letter of 6 November regarding the House of Lords Select 

Committee on Social Mobility and requesting an update on the Government response 

published on 13 July 2016. 

Improving social mobility and driving equality of opportunity is the Department’s 

priority. We want to make sure all young people get every chance to go as far as their 

talents will take them. Too often, it is family background that determines success in 

life, rather than talent and hard work. The education system must be part of the answer 

to reverse this.  

We have recently published Unlocking Talent, Fulfilling Potential which sets out my 

Department’s plan for improving social mobility through education.  

The plan builds on our reforms to the education system since 2010, which are 

transforming opportunities for our young people right through their educational 

journey. This includes 1.9million more children in good and outstanding schools than 

in 2010, record numbers of young people in education or training and more 

disadvantaged pupils going to university. 

The plan will deliver targeted action where it is needed most, focusing £800 million of 

government investment on overcoming these challenges. 

One overarching ambition will focus on places and communities across the country 

that feel they have been ‘left behind’, because they have not yet seen the improvement 

that other parts of the country have already benefited from.  A further four ambitions 

will cover the key life stages of people’s education: 

Ambition 1: Closing the word gap in the early years: boosting access to 

high quality early language and literacy both in the classroom and at home 

ensuring more disadvantaged children leave school having mastered the basic 

of literacy that many take for granted; 



Ambition 2: Closing the attainment gap in school while raising standards 

for all: raising standards for every pupil, supporting teachers early in their 

career as well as getting more great teachers in areas where there remain 

significant challenges;  

Ambition 3: High quality post-16 choices for all:  creating world-class 

technical education, backed by a half a billion pounds in investment, and 

increasing the options for all young people regardless of their background; and 

Ambition 4: Everyone achieving their potential in rewarding careers: 
boosting skills and confidence to make the leap from education into work, 
raising their career aspirations. Building a new type of partnership with 
businesses to improve advice, information and experiences for young people. 

The government response to your report set out all the things my department was 
doing at that time to support social mobility in education.  I attach a short paper, setting 
out progress against each of the recommendations in your report in respect of the 
measures we indicated that were in the process of being put into place and these are 
set out against our ambitions set out in the social mobility action plan. 

You asked specifically about progress on GCSE and A level reform and technical 

education reforms, where we have made significant progress and which are key to 

ambitions 2, and 3. 

We have made reforms to GCSEs and A Levels so employers, further and higher 

education institutions can have more confidence in them and this year we welcomed 

the first results of the exams in three subject areas.  The new GCSEs now rigorously 

assess the knowledge and skills learnt by pupils and A levels aim to improve students’ 

readiness for the demands of higher education and employment.  We will continue 

rolling out new exams over the coming years to 2020.   

We are collaborating with businesses and providers to raise the quality and recognition 
of technical education and create a new world class technical education system. One 
that offers a genuine alternative to traditional academic provision, allows young people 
and adults to make informed choices about how they learn, and creates opportunities 
for everyone across the country to access the best training and learning and fulfil their 
potential.  
 
Also supporting our ambitions 2 and 3 are the steps we have already taken in ensuring 
that the skills system can deliver.  
 
Major reforms to the quality of apprenticeships have already begun; over 1 million 
people have benefited from an apprenticeship since May 2015, and investment is 
doubling to £2.5 billion by 2019-20 - but this is only the beginning. 
 
The introduction of T levels from 2020 will be the next step, backed by an additional 
£500 million of government investment a year once up and running. This will allow us 
to increase hours of learning from 600 hours per year to over 900 hours per year.   
 
We need the skills system to work for adults as well as young people so we are 
introducing an ambitious National Retraining Scheme to boost adult learning and 
retraining, driven by a partnership between business, employees and government. 



The Scheme will be fully in place by the end of this Parliament, with early initiatives 
starting in 2018 to target immediate skills shortages in key sectors.  This will support 
ambition 4.  
 
By strengthening the world-class academic route as well as reforming technical 

education to create a high quality and equally world class technical route, we are 

ensuring that whatever their background, needs and aspirations, all pupils have 

access to the high quality education they need in their chosen route to a career.  

You also asked about the careers strategy, how it will help and support young people 

to both to acquire the skills they need and make a decision as to which route to take 

in making the transition to work.   The work we are taking forward in this area will be 

substantial in also supporting ambition 4.  

The government published its careers strategy at the end of 2017 which sets out a 

long term plan to build a world class careers system that will help young people and 

adults choose the career that’s right for them. Alongside the strategy, the government 

has published two research reports that have looked at how young people make 

decisions, and what information and tools they use to help them make those decisions. 

These research reports have informed the government’s thinking in the strategy. 

The strategy announces a number of areas of investment in careers provision, 

including funding for the National Careers Service and The Careers & Enterprise 

Company, as well funding for a range of initiatives to help schools and colleges. These 

include: £5m for a new round of The Careers & Enterprise Company’s Investment 

Fund; £5m to trial “career hubs” in 20 areas linking schools, colleges and others; and 

£4m to fund the development of training programmes to develop Careers Leaders in 

schools and colleges. 

The strategy will ensure individuals have the right information, advice and guidance to 

make the best possible choices to suit their needs.  

Finally, you also asked a question about the department’s involvement with the Social 

Mobility Commission and the Commission’s role in monitoring social mobility. As the 

Committee will be aware, the Social Mobility Commission is an independent statutory 

body. Its research programme is shaped by its Chair and Commissioners, who engage 

with ministers on the Commission’s priorities. The Commission’s most recent ‘State of 

the Nation’ annual report, published on 28 November, assessed social mobility 

prospects across different life stages. This included looking at transitions from school 

to work, using a range of ‘youth’ social mobility indicators.  

Thank you for writing on this important matter. I hope this information is helpful.  
 

 
 
 

 
RT HON JUSTINE GREENING MP 

 
 



Detailed Updates on the Government response to the Lord Liaison Committee’s 

Recommendations 

Ambition 2: Closing the attainment gap in school while raising standards for all 

Report Recommendation 1   

At the time of the government response in July 2016 we had begun to reform GCSEs, 
AS and A levels, with first teaching of new qualifications in September 2015. This 
August (2017) we welcomed the results of the first new exams in GCSE English 
language, English literature and mathematics as well as thirteen reformed A levels. 
The new exams will continue to be rolled out over the coming years to 2020. Overall 
the picture of results at a national level is one of stability. This is a culmination of a 
programme of curriculum and qualifications reform over the last six years, involving 
consultation with subject experts, higher education institutions and teachers.  
 
We have been working with Ofqual, exam boards and key sector bodies to ensure that 
our messages on qualification reform and the new GCSE grading scale reach parents, 
pupils, employers and the education sector. This involves a wide range of 
communication products and channels including video and social media. Awareness 
and understanding amongst parents and employers has grown to a high level. 
Ofqual research shows that 70% of small and medium enterprise owners, 80% 
of parents of secondary school pupils and 97% of secondary head teachers say they 
are aware of the new GCSE grading scale. We will continue our communication 
activities with key audiences throughout the current school year.  
 
The reforms aim to ensure that GCSEs and A levels are qualifications in which 

employers, further and higher education institutions can have confidence. We have 

changed GCSEs because employers and universities told us were are not satisfied 

with the capabilities of young people in essential areas such as literacy, use of English 

and basic numeracy. The new GCSEs rigorously assess the knowledge and skills 

learnt by pupils during secondary school and their demand has been raised to match 

other high performing countries. At A level, changes aim to improve students’ 

readiness for the demands of higher education and meet employer demands. New AS 

qualifications do not count towards the A level, meaning less time spent on exams and 

more for high quality teaching and deeper learning, with students encouraged to see 

the links between topics.  

Ambition 3: High quality post-16 choices for all  

Report Recommendation 1   

At the time of the government response in July 2016 we had also just published our 

Skills Plan outlining our proposals for technical education reform. 

In October 2017 we published our action plan for our reforms and this can be seen in 

full at: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/65096

9/T_level_Action_Plan.pdf  

This sets out our plans including proposals on standard setting within routes, 

outcomes for students, the link to apprenticeships, accountability measures, the 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/650969/T_level_Action_Plan.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/650969/T_level_Action_Plan.pdf


implication of T levels on current vocational and technical qualifications, and delivery 

institutions.  

We have also convened T level Panels made up of employers, professional bodies 

and providers with relevant curriculum experience. They will be responsible for 

developing the outline content for technical qualifications and the broader T level 

curriculum, building on the apprenticeship standards developed by Trailblazer groups. 

Panel members will have the support of education and assessment experts 

experienced in qualification development. We have convened Panels across the six 

routes for delivery in 2020 and 2021. Further Panels will be convened in due course 

across the remaining five routes for delivery in 2022.     

We have worked with the Gatsby Foundation to develop an occupational map for each 

of the 15 technical routes. The maps identify the skilled occupations that sit within 

each route and cluster together those with similar knowledge, skills and behaviours. 

A key element of T levels is that every 16 to 19-year-old student will undertake a 

structured, high quality work placement.   To support this undertaking we launched a 

work placement pilot scheme in September 2017 to test different models and 

approaches to delivering T level placements. We have worked with providers and 

employers to design models which are appropriate for different occupations. 21 

providers are piloting these in academic year 2017/18, working with a range of 

employers and approximately 2500 students. An evaluation organisation will work 

alongside these pilots to gather lessons and develop best practice after they have 

ended.  I have announced funding to support work placements. We will allocate 

funding starting with £74 million to cover the period April 2018 to July 2019 for 

providers to start building their capacity and infrastructure to deliver work placements, 

with detailed guidance published on how funding can be accessed in September 2017. 

The guidance is available on gov.uk at  https://www.gov.uk/guidance/work-

placements-capacity-and-delivery-fund-from-april-2018-to-july-2019 

We have set out a high level plan for implementation with the first limited pathways on 

three routes being introduced in September 2020, and the remaining routes being 

launched in two waves in September 2021 and 2022.  Full details are contained in our 

action plan. 

Report Recommendation 6 

We set out that it was not government’s role to decide what works best for local areas 

although we do have a role to play in supporting local areas to take more responsibility 

to promote effective coordinated response to local labour market needs.  

We also set out that we were in the process of reviewing post-16 education and 
training in England so that it is tailored to local needs of learners and employers, as 
well as putting institutions on a strong financial footing for the long term.  This was 
carried out by a series of area reviews in each area, which were delivered between 
September 2015 and March 2017. There were 37 reviews in five waves; each review 
took approximately 6 months to complete. 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/work-placements-capacity-and-delivery-fund-from-april-2018-to-july-2019
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/work-placements-capacity-and-delivery-fund-from-april-2018-to-july-2019


The reviews were locally led within a national framework.  Each area review was 
chaired by either the Further Education or Sixth Form College Commissioner, or by a 
representative from the combined or lead authority in areas with devolution deals. 
Other members included college chairs of governors supported by their principals, 
local authorities, local enterprise partnerships, Regional Schools Commissioners, a 
representative from DfE and the FE and Sixth Form College Commissioners where 
they are not chairs. 

Steering groups agreed recommendations for each area for the future shape of 
provision. As colleges are independent institutions each governing body agrees to take 
forward recommendations for their own future structure. 

The department has published reports covering all five waves of area reviews, which 

are available on the area review section of gov.uk.   

We want a skills system able to respond to the challenges of automation, technological 
change and our changing relationship with the EU. Our introduction of Skills Advisory 
Panels (SAPs) will help us get a better understanding of what skills are needed at a 
local and national level and better align the skills system with employer demand at a 
local and national level. 
 
We will provide support to local areas to enable them to streamline their own data and 
get a better picture of where their skills needs are.  This analysis will inform Local 
Industrial Strategies and local post-16 skills provision, so that skills provision better 
meets labour market needs. 

 
The panels will have real influence over the provision of post-16 education and 
training, and we will work with local areas to establish the best way to ensure that 
influence is effective. 
 
Our aim is for the panels to ensure that the local provision of skills, and the delivery of 
skills policy in local areas, meets and responds to changing employer needs. We will 
need to support Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) in developing a better 
understanding of their skill needs, and then use this information to inform the use of 
national policy levers.  
 
Phase 1 areas were announced in November 2017 as: 

 Greater Manchester Mayoral Combined Authority (MCA) 

 Lancashire 

 Leeds City Region Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP) 

 West Midlands MCA 

 Greater Lincolnshire LEP 

 Cornwall and Scilly Isles LEP,  

 Thames Valley Berkshire LEP 

 
The government has agreed to devolve the Adult Education Budget (AEB) in 2019 - 

subject to the fulfilment of readiness conditions - to 8 Mayoral Combined Authorities 

(MCAs) (Sheffield City Region, Tees Valley, Liverpool City Region, West Midlands, 

Greater Manchester, Cambridgeshire & Peterborough, West of England and North of 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/post-16-education-and-training-area-reviews


the Tyne) and the Greater London Authority (GLA). The AEB provides adults and 

young people (19 -23) with the skills and learning they need to equip them for work, 

an apprenticeship or further learning.  

The current AEB budget is approximately £1.5 billion a year and supports the statutory 

entitlement of adults 19+ who do not have the equivalent of a GCSE pass in English 

and/or maths and young people aged 19-23 who need a second chance to achieve 

the qualifications we expect of secondary education. It also supports the non-statutory 

entitlements of unemployed people aged 19+ who are looking to gain the skills needed 

to enter and progress in work and co-funded learning for reskilling up to Level 2.  

Before full devolution of the AEB in 2019 the MCAs have agreed to a transitional year 

for the 2018/19 academic year.  This transitional year is designed to build capability 

within the MCAs and be responsive to their needs as well as giving them the skills for 

success. The transitional year will support them to achieve 'practical readiness’ to take 

full responsibility of the AEB from 2019 onwards. The government is committed to 

giving the MCAs an important role in shaping Adult Education Provision in 2018/19 for 

their local areas.  As a result we will work in close collaboration with MCAs on Strategic 

Skills Plans to ensure the consistency of the offer for adults across the country as well 

as the alignment of local adult education within the wider strategic skills context, 

including provision which is not to be devolved.  

Through devolution the MCAs will be well placed to ensure local provision reflects local 

learner needs and helps support them in their local industrial strategies. Government 

will continue to support the MCAs and the GLA as they work towards full devolution in 

2019/20 which will support economic growth, public service reform and improved local 

accountability. 

Ambition 4: Everyone achieving their potential in a rewarding career 

Report Recommendation 2  

We have published a careers strategy that focuses on improving careers provision for 

all, and encouraging the development of skills that will be crucial to the future 

prosperity of individuals and the country. The strategy highlights measures that will 

improve careers provision for young people at schools and colleges, increasing their 

understanding of the world of work and providing greater links between schools and 

employers through The Careers & Enterprise Company. The strategy also describes 

the improvements to the service offered to adults through the National Careers 

Service. 

The government careers strategy sets out a long term plan to build a world class 

careers system that will help young people and adults choose the career that’s right 

for them.  

The government agrees that data to help young people make transitions to work 
should be available. We will place all government careers information in one place and 
are considering how to ensure this information is available to schools and colleges in 
the most effective way possible. The government also announced in the careers 
strategy that we will look into the long-term tracking of student outcomes, and are 
considering how best to do this. 



 

The government’s careers strategy highlights a number of key initiatives that will 

improve the careers advice and guidance currently available to young people. These 

initiatives are designed to ensure that all young people understand the full range of 

opportunities available to them, learn from employers about work and the skills that 

are valued in the workplace, and have first-hand experience of the workplace. We will 

make available information on local labour markets and labour market returns to help 

inform young people, their parents, teachers and advisers on the different options 

available. 

The careers strategy also states the Government’s adoption of the Gatsby Charitable 

Foundation’s Benchmarks, which are based on the best international evidence of good 

careers advice and guidance. We will expect schools and colleges to implement these 

Benchmarks, and will be funding a range of initiatives to help them do so.  

Report Recommendation 3   

We set out that the Earn or Learn Implementation Task Force had been set up to bring 

together key Ministers and officials on a regular basis to oversee work across 

Government to realise its ambition of abolishing long-term youth unemployment.  The 

Task Force has met regularly since its introduction and has been renamed the 

Employment and Skills Implementation Taskforce.  Its new terms of Reference are to 

oversee the delivery of the employment and skills agenda, including the creation of a 

world-class technical education system and striving for full high quality employment.  

It exists to track the implementation of employment and skills commitments made in 

the 2017 manifesto which fall under the following headings: 

● Putting in place a world-class technical education system; 

● Career learning; 

● Getting more people into work; and 

● Rights and protections in the ‘gig’ economy. 

 

Report Recommendation 4 

We set out our ambition to improve the availability of, and access to, data about 

transitions and how we were exploring ways in which researchers could be given 

secure access to the destinations data to carry out analysis, which could add to the 

understanding of young people’s transitions from education to work.    We also set out 

that the Digital Economy Bill will enable access to public sector-held data for research 

purposes where there is a public benefit, which would facilitate this.    

The government agrees that data to help young people make transitions to work 

should be available. The government’s careers strategy sets out the intention to put 

all government owned careers information in one place, to make it accessible and 

easy-to-use and are considering how to ensure this information is available to schools 

and colleges in the most effective way possible. The government also announced in 

the careers Strategy that we will look into the long-term tracking of student outcomes, 



and are considering how best to do this. This will include information on destinations 

and potential earnings of different jobs and career paths. We will make this information 

available on the new National Careers Service website. 

The department has already increased the range of published information about 

transitions and earnings, with new statistics on graduate outcomes and earnings by 

university and subject, and earnings of students completing further education now 

being available on gov.uk. The new data has also allowed us to improve the coverage 

of destination measures and use them as headline measures in school and college 

performance tables at key stage 4 and 16 to 18. 

The Digital Economy Act 2017 became law in April 2017 and expands the Office for 

National Statistic’s powers to obtain data from other public organisations and to link 

that data together.  This provides a real step-change in how we can work with the ONS 

and other government departments to exploit the power of data-linking to shine a light 

on key social policy questions, including the education system and the impact of our 

reforms. 

Recommendation 8:   

The government has published a careers strategy which sets out how we will improve 

careers advice and guidance to young people in schools and colleges through 

adopting the Gatsby Charitable Foundation’s Benchmarks. The strategy announces a 

range of initiatives to help schools and colleges meet the Benchmarks. These include: 

£5m for a new round of The Careers & Enterprise Company’s Investment Fund; £5m 

to trial “career hubs” in 20 areas linking schools, colleges and others; and £4m to fund 

the development of training programmes to develop Career Leaders in schools and 

colleges. 

Report conclusion: students leaving school without skills for life  

The department continues to support and encourage schools that want to extend their 

school day in order to offer a broad and balanced education and equip children and 

young people with the essential life skills that employers are looking for. This includes 

a rigorous curriculum supported with activities to develop non-cognitive schools. 

However, the department is no longer investing £500m so that 25 per cent of 

secondary schools can extend their school day.  

The department invested £3.5m in the character education grant scheme, which 

provided beneficial activities to develop children and young people’s skills such as 

resilience, teamwork, leadership. To go further, the department announced in October 

2017 that it is investing £22 million to fund the development of essential life skills such 

as resilience, enterprise and other employability skills in children and young people in 

the twelve Opportunity Areas. We are specifically targeting disadvantaged children 

living in some of the most deprived parts of the country and who are facing the greatest 

difficulties in accessing activities that help build these life skills. Through the essential 

life skills programme we will fund additional extracurricular activities that help develop 

children and young people’s life skills.  



In addition, the department’s research partnership with the Behavioural Insights Team 
and the Education Endowment Foundation will support schools with the evidence on 
what works to develop pupils’ life skills.  The research partnership will help schools to 
identify the most successful approaches to developing life skills in their pupils, and to 
help enable them to demonstrate the impact of these interventions. 
 
The Department also want to help all schools to deliver high-quality Relationships 

Education (RelEd), Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) and Personal, Social, 

Health and Economic (PSHE) Education so that all young people are equipped to have 

healthy and respectful relationships, and leave school with the knowledge to prepare 

them for adult life.  

The Children and Social Work Act 2017 places a duty on the Secretary of State for 

Education to make Relationships Education at primary and RSE at secondary 

mandatory through regulations. The Act also provides powers for the Secretary of 

State to make PSHE, or elements therein, mandatory in all schools, - in the future and 

subject to careful consideration. 

The Department for Education is now conducting a thorough engagement process on 

the scope and content of Relationships Education and Relationships and Sex 

Education, involving a wide range of interested stakeholders. From this, we will 

develop the regulations and accompanying statutory guidance for these subjects and 

both will be subject to public consultation. 

Progress on other Recommendations  

Report Recommendation 5 

We continue to report on progress on developing our policies for example; throughout 

the last 18 months we have published a range of updates on our plans for introducing 

the apprenticeship levy; publication of the T level action plan; and plans to review level 

4 and 5 technical provision in October.   

Recommendation 7:  

The government response set out that we are committed to working with the Social 

Mobility Commission in its task of assessing improvement in social mobility in the UK 

and advocating for better social mobility in England.   

We remain committed to social mobility and continued working with the Commission, 
this includes plans to begin the public appointments process for a new Chair and 
Commissioners as soon as possible. 
 


