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Foreword 
Tom Ravenscroft, Founder & CEO, Skills Builder Partnership 

 

The Skills Builder Partnership works to ensure that one day, everyone will build the essential skills 
that they need to succeed.  

This mission was important when we set out more than a decade ago, but it is increasingly seen as 
critical. Trends around automation, increasing computing power and machine learning have all 
increased the premium on those skills that are uniquely human. We define these as essential skills 
– those skills that almost anyone needs to do almost any job, and which support the application of 
technical skills and knowledge. For us they are: Listening, Speaking, Problem Solving, Creativity, 
Staying Positive, Aiming High, Leadership, and Teamwork. 

The Skills Builder Partnership is a collective endeavour, which uses a common language and 
approach to building essential skills, defined by the Skills Builder Framework. Together, more than 
750 organisations spanning education, business, and impact organisations are working to support 
individuals to build those skills. 

A significant focus of our work is in primary and secondary schools, colleges, special schools, and 
alternative provision settings. In these institutions more than 9,000 teachers were trained and 
delivered essential skills education to their students in the last year alone. Our impact reporting 
shows that those students make an average of 60% more progress in their essential skills than their 
peers.  

Their teachers are showing that it is possible for every student to build their skills, and some of their 
motivations are explored in this report. 

However, we ultimately believe that every child and young person should build these essential skills 
as a normal part of a good education – and we are still some way from that. This paper therefore 
has an important role to play in understanding directly from teachers what the enablers and 
opportunities are to build these skills. But also, to understand what the barriers are, and to ask the 
question of how they can be overcome?  

Ultimately, by channelling the voices of teachers, this report will support the Partnership in helping 
to evaluate the role it can play. It also shines a light on the wider policy changes that would help to 
ensure that every teacher is supported and equipped to build the essential skills of their students. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4 
 

Executive Summary 
 
Background 

Whilst knowledge remains a vital component of a young person’s education, universities and 
employers have long called for a more complete education that includes skills and behaviours too. 

The Skills Builder Partnership has helped to conceptualise ‘skills’ into basic, technical and essential 
skills, and provides a common approach for building eight essential skills via a Universal Framework 
which breaks the skills down into their teachable, tangible themes. 

There is a wealth of evidence proving the value of building essential skills, including on academic 
attainment, career aspirations, wellbeing and earnings. The Universal Framework has allowed the 
Partnership to measure skills levels and contribute to the existing research base. 

Teachers have a critical role to play if we are serious about a future where every young person has 
the opportunity to build essential skills to succeed.  

This paper channels teachers’ voices and explores: 

• The reasons why teachers believe essential skills education is important and the motivators 
behind the work they do to build their student’s essential skills.  

• The barriers preventing teachers universally from building essential skills with their students.  
• The extent to which the Skills Builder Partnership can work to address some of these barriers. 
• The structural changes needed to ensure that everyone is able to build the essential skills to 

succeed. 
 

Methodology and approach 

This paper channels the perspective of teachers within the Skills Builder network and those beyond 
it. We also hear from seven sector leaders in this space. 

To capture the response from teachers within the Skills Builder network, the application answers to 
the flagship education programme; the Accelerator were thematically analysed. Focus groups for 
each phase of education were also carried out to gain deeper insight. This insight was validated by 
quantitative data provided by the Skills Builder end of term teacher survey. 

To capture the response from teachers beyond the Skills Builder network, a qualitative survey was 
shared more widely, including through the Careers and Enterprise Company Regional Leads’ 
network.  

Finally, seven leaders within the education sector were interviewed to understand their perspectives 
on why essential skills education is important and what they believe motivates and prevents 
teachers from delivering it, with a particular focus on wider policy. 
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Five key motivators for teachers 

We found five key motivators for teachers when it comes to delivering essential skills 
education. 

1) Teaching essential skills to prepare students for life was the strongest motive 
for teachers by some way, felt strongly by all phases of education both within 
the Skills Builder educator network and beyond it. 
 

2) Supporting students’ career development and employability came out as the 
second strongest motivator for teachers, with essential skills building 
foundations to many career strategies. There is also recognition among 
teachers, particularly at a secondary and college level, of the value employers 
place on these skills too. 
 

3) Teachers are motivated to teach essential skills to unlock learning in the 
classroom and ensure all students have access to equal opportunities. 
Teachers of special educational needs feel this particularly strongly. 
 

4) There was also a motive for teachers to deliver essential skills education 
because it supports school or college priorities. Where this is the case, the 
essential skills are part of school improvement plans and can also be linked to 
their school values to bring them to life. 
 

5) Raising aspirations also appeared to motivate teachers, especially for those 
who work in areas of social deprivation. The benefits of essential skills were 
also recognised for students with lower attainment and self-esteem. 
 

Barriers teachers face to building essential skills 

Though it is apparent that there are clear drivers felt by teachers to deliver essential skills education 
to their learners, there are also a number of barriers preventing this from happening universally 
among teachers. 

Time and a lack of training and consistent approaches were pressing barriers 
felt by teachers. This was largely due to a full curriculum leaving little space to 
focus on other areas as well as a lack of confidence in their ability to teach the 
skills. 

A further barrier for teachers stemmed from wider policy restrictions with regard to the 
value placed on essential skills and the ripple effect this causes. 

The main policy barriers, explored in depth with sector leaders, emerged as teacher 
performance and student attainment measures, the current knowledge-rich curriculum 
and the reduced scope for collaboration between educational institutions. 
 

The way forward 

It is clear that change could unleash teachers’ enthusiasm for building essential skills. 
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Identifying the barriers which exist helps to identify how to overcome them. We asked teachers and 
sector leaders what the possible solutions might be: 

• Increased teacher training and continued professional development in pursuit of a consistent 
approach underpinned by a common language and expectations in relation to the essential 
skills. 

• A redesign of the curriculum. Teachers were split between whether this should be government-
directed or teachers’ responsibility to incorporate into the current curriculum. 

• A review of accountability and assessment systems. Sector leaders argued for changes in these 
systems to varying extents with some advocating a fundamental re-think in educational 
outcomes, whilst others considered how essential skills could be incorporated in the current 
system. 

• Capitalising on the current flexibility in the system, particularly in light of two significant steps in 
the right direction; the Gatsby Benchmarks and the new Ofsted framework.   

The Skills Builder Partnership can be seen to support schools and colleges to capitalise on the 
flexibility of the system, with teachers recognising the clarity the Universal Framework can provide 
and the benefit of following the six principles of best practice. The Partnership also provides 
modelled resources to build essential skills and tools for assessment. Teachers spoke of the 
benefits that access to Skills Builder expertise, the Partnership network and alignment to other 
platforms and systems can bring. 
 

What still needs to be done 

Change is needed at a policy level to move towards a more supportive education system which 
places higher value on the teaching of essential skills. But there are teacher motivations to be 
tapped into until that happens. 

In parallel, we will work to:  

• Continue to capitalise on research demonstrating the value of these skills have on outcomes 
including academic achievement, wellbeing, career aspiration and workplace outcomes.1 

• Grow the range of employer partners who are adopting the Skills Builder Framework and its 
language and outcomes to support a coherent approach between education and the world of 
work. 

• Extend access to training, tools and resources for individual teachers to be able to 
confidently teach essential skills for their students. 

• Create a growing bank of best-practice examples that can be used and adapted by schools 
and colleges to achieve essential skills outcomes within the existing policy and environment. 

• Work with aligned partners to encourage policy changes in line with this paper, particularly 
around teacher training, broadening curriculum outcomes and encouraging wider forms of 
assessment and accountability.  

• We can also view our expanding work with our employer partners as crucial in creating 
disruptive noise that policy makers will struggle to ignore. The creation of the Universal 
Framework not only allows educators to understand and witness the value a common 

 
1 www.skillbuilder.org/insights 

https://www.skillsbuilder.org/insights
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language can have on their learners, but also allows employers to understand the value it 
can add to their settings too.  

If we can make these steps, we can better capitalise on the enthusiasm and passion of our teachers 
to ensure that one day, every student will build the essential skills to succeed.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
1.1 Summary 

 
• Whilst knowledge remains a vital component of a young person’s education, universities and 

employers have long called for a more complete education that includes skills and 
behaviours too. 

• The Skills Builder Partnership has helped to conceptualise ‘skills’ into basic, technical and 
essential skills, and provides a common approach for building eight essential skills via a 
Universal Framework which breaks the skills down into their teachable, tangible themes. 

• There is a wealth of evidence proving the value of building essential skills, including on 
academic attainment, career aspirations, wellbeing and earnings. The Universal Framework 
has allowed the Partnership to measure skills levels and contribute to the existing research 
base. 

• Teachers have a critical role to play if we are serious about a future where every young 
person has the opportunity to build essential skills to succeed.  

• This paper channels teachers’ voices and explores: 
o The reasons why teachers believe essential skills education is important and the 

motivators behind the work they do to build their student’s essential skills.  
o The barriers preventing teachers universally from building essential skills with their 

students.  
o The extent to which the Skills Builder Partnership can work to address some of these 

barriers. 
o The structural changes needed to ensure that everyone is able to build the essential 

skills to succeed. 
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1.2 Introduction 

 

But what do we mean by the best in education?  

There is no denying that it is crucial for children and young people to be knowledgeable in order to 
be successful. Knowledge is vital in understanding the world around us and our place in it. It is 
critical for young people entering into the job market.  

Yet for some time now, there have been calls for a more rounded education that includes not just 
knowledge, but also builds skills and develops positive behaviours. Universities and employers have 
long argued that skills and attitudes underpin success in achieving degrees and workplace potential. 
Students with skills are proven to think more critically about what they are learning, better solve 
problems, create and communicate new ideas and work collaboratively with others to bring them to 
life2. 
 

1.3 The Skills Builder Partnership and essential skills 

Within education, ‘skills’ can be difficult to pin down.  

At the Skills Builder Partnership, we conceptualise three broad categories of skills: 

• Technical Skills: those skills which are specific 
to a particular sector or role, sometimes 
drawing off a particular body of knowledge. 
These skills are not easily transferred beyond 
the sector or role to which they relate. 

• Essential Skills: those highly transferable 
skills that everyone needs to do almost any 
job, which support the application of specialist 
knowledge and technical skills. 

• Basic Skills:  these are literacy and numeracy, 
and basic digital skills3. 

 

 

 

 
2 Ravenscroft, T (2017) The Missing Piece: The Essential Skills that Education Forgot 
3 Ravenscroft, T. & Baker, L. (2020). Towards a Universal Framework for Essential skills. London: Essential Skills 
Taskforce 

“You won’t find any teacher that doesn’t believe that everyone should have 
access to the best in education.” 

– Sir John Holman 
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It is important to note that although we use the language of ‘job’, the value of essential skills is not 
simply in employment. Rather, we encourage a wide understanding of ‘job’ as a task or piece of 
work which might equally be encountered in learning or wider life. 

At the Skills Builder Partnership, we focus on essential skills. Breaking down four main themes of; 
communication, creative problem solving, self-management and collaboration, into eight essential 
skills; Listening, Speaking, Creativity, Problem-Solving, Staying Positive, Aiming High, Leadership 
and Teamwork. 

 

The Skills Builder Universal Framework, created through collaboration with a multitude of 
stakeholders, clearly defines each skill and breaks down their teachable, tangible themes into 16 
steps, providing an in-depth understanding of mastery and a clear route to progression, mirroring 
that of more traditional, knowledge-based learning. 

Through our education and impact organisation programmes, we guide those who work closely with 
young people to feel confident in delivering high quality essential skills education using our six 
principles of best practice. Through our employment offer, we encourage employers to integrate the 
framework into their own processes including their outreach initiatives, recruitment strategies and 
internal training programmes. All in the pursuit that one day, everyone will build the essential skills 
they need to succeed. 
 

1.4  Why do essential skills matter? 

There is lots of evidence that there is real value in building essential skills. The launch of the Skills 
Builder Universal framework has allowed for the quantification and measurement of skills 
development, empowering us to contribute to the existing research base and further build upon 
evidence in why we need to build essential skills and what works in practice. 

So far, we have published three reports showing significant relationships between essential skills 
and employment, education and wider life outcomes. Research conducted in collaboration with 
YouGov found that higher levels of essential skills are associated with career ambition, self-efficacy 
and perseverance of effort4. In an analysis of the British Cohort Study, self-reported essential skills 
were found to be associated with higher levels of literacy and numeracy for younger learners. For 
older learners they were associated with higher levels of maths qualifications at secondary school5. 
In wider areas of life, essential skill interventions improved social and emotional welfare for young 
people as well as the prevention of negative behaviours6. 

 
4 Kashefpakdel, E., Percy, C. & Ravenscroft, T. (2021) Better Prepared: Essential skills and employment outcomes for 
young people, London: Skills Builder Partnership 
5 Kashefpakdel, E. & Ravenscroft, T. (2021) Essential skills and their impact on education outcomes: A quantitative 
analysis of the British Cohort Study 
6 Angus, A., Baars, S., Bowen-Viner, K., Joshua, V. & Millard, W. (2020) How do essential skills influence life outcomes? 
An evidence review 
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But we also found that not everyone has the same opportunities to build their essential skills in 
education, echoing the 2018 CBI survey which found that 25% of young people feel inadequately 
prepared for work by their education7. Social disadvantage has also been proven to play a 
significant role in building essential skills for students. Those with higher parental engagement are 
20% more likely to have an above-average level of essential skills, whilst those from more 
disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds have lower essential skills levels8.  

Furthermore, students in alternative provisions are falling behind. This seems a hugely missed 
opportunity given the relationship we have exposed between essential skills and positive 
behaviours. The same can be said for opportunities within employment too. Though 93% of young 
people think essential skills are important for employment opportunities and recruitment, 45% do not 
believe their employer provides regular opportunities to build skills9. 

The findings of our three reports support and enhance existing research in this field. Many 
longitudinal studies show that non-academic skills are associated with a range of positive outcomes 
in school and later life. For example, one study shows young people’s self-management and 
perseverance skills predict their health, wealth and criminal history in later life regardless of IQ or 
social background10.  

The Sutton Trust highlight that recent trends in the labour market mean the value of interpersonal 
skills is likely to significantly increase in parallel to the growth seen in automation11. In 2008, the CBI 
published its first survey of business views on education and skills which revealed 86% of 
employers hold skills such as teamwork, self-management, problem solving and communication as 
the most important factor in recruitment. Years later, this remains unchanged: 

 

Yet in 2019, the CBI reported two in five employers are still dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with the 
wider skill set of school and college leavers12.  
 

1.5 The role of teachers 

The responsibility to provide opportunity for everyone to build essential skills as part of life-long 
learning lies in both education and employment. But really, it starts with education. Providing young 
people with a solid set of essential skills as part of a good education will help employers to grow 

 
7 Confederation for British Industry (2019) Getting young people work read: Our vision for how education should prepare 
young people for the modern world. 
8 Kashefpakdel, E., Percy, C. & Ravenscroft, T. (2021) Better Prepared: Essential skills and employment outcomes for 
young people 
9 Kashefpakdel, E., Percy, C. & Ravenscroft, T. (2021) Better Prepared: Essential skills and employment outcomes for 
young people 
10 Moffitt et al (2011) A gradient of childhood self-control predicts health, wealth and public safety in Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences, Vol. 108:7. 
11 Sutton Trust (2017) The state of social mobility in the UK. London: Sutton Trust 
12 Confederation for British Industry (2019) Education and learning for the modern world: CBI/Pearson Education and 
Skills Survey report 

“Businesses are clear that first and foremost they want to recruit young people with 
attitudes and attributes such as resilience, enthusiasm and creativity. They are not 

selecting simply on the basis of academic ability.” (CBI, 2016) 
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them further. And with aforementioned evidence that essential skills do not just unlock success in 
the workplace, but unlock learning in the classroom and strengthen self-efficacy, it is crucial that 
these are built as early as possible.  

So, we must turn to those delivering education to our young people. The calls from wider 
stakeholder groups will only achieve so much if it is not for our frontline educators believing in this 
too. Teachers have a critical role to play if we are serious about a future where every young person 
has the opportunity to build essential skills to succeed.  

Fortunately, we have an encouraging foundation to work from. In 2017, the Sutton Trust’s Life 
Lessons report found that 97% of teachers agree skills are as, or are more important than academic 
qualifications for their students’ future success13. According to the Careers and Enterprise 
Company, three-quarters of teachers believe skills such as Teamwork and Speaking will equip 
students to secure good jobs in uncertain economic times14. At the Skills Builder Partnership, we 
have made a good start in supporting teachers. In 2020, we trained over 9,000 teachers nationally 
to build their learners’ essential skills.  

It is now time to further channel our teacher’s voices and explore why teachers believe essential 
skills education is so important and the motivators behind the work they do to build their student’s 
essential skills. However, given the enthusiasm from teachers we also need to understand why it is 
not universally the case that all teachers are building these essential skills with their students. In 
doing so, we uncover some key barriers in need of addressing. Whilst the Skills Builder Partnership 
can work to address some of these barriers, there are other structural changes needed to ensure 
that everyone is able to build the essential skills to succeed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
13 The Sutton Trust (2017) Life Lessons: Improving essential life skills for young people 
14 The Careers and Enterprise Company (2020) Workplace skills now more important than exam results in post-Covid jobs 
market say teachers 
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Chapter 2: Methodology and approach 
 
2.1 Summary  

• This paper channels the perspective of teachers within the Skills Builder network and those 
beyond it. We also hear from seven sector leaders in this space. 

• To capture the response from teachers within the Skills Builder network, the application 
answers to the flagship education programme; the Accelerator were thematically analysed. 
Focus groups per phase of education were also carried out gain deeper insight. This insight 
was validated by quantitative data provided by the Skills Builder end of term teacher survey. 

• To capture the response from teachers beyond the Skills Builder network, a qualitative 
survey was shared via the Education teams’ former networks, the impact organisation 
newsletter and the Careers and Enterprise Company Regional Leads’ network.  

• To further widen perspective, seven leaders within the education sector were interviewed to 
understand their perspective on why essential skills education is important and what they 
believe motivates and prevents teachers from delivering it, with a particular focus on wider 
policy. 

 

2.2 Methodology 

This paper channels the voices of teachers through three different lenses. We speak to teachers 
within our network and those beyond it, whilst also gaining the perspective of seven sector leaders. 
It is a largely qualitative piece to ensure rich, quality insight is generated from the teachers involved 
at sufficient depth. However, some quantitative methods have been used for validation.  
 

2.3 Teachers within our network 

We firstly looked to teachers within the Skills Builder educator network. In 2020-21, we received 
over 430 successful applications to our flagship educator programme; the Accelerator. On this 
programme, we aim to work with the most committed cohort of schools and colleges and therefore 
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require these institutions to undergo an application process, nominating a ‘Skills Leader’ to lead the 
programme implementation and complete a set of application questions to demonstrate their 
commitment. Two out of three of the questions asked indirectly encouraged Skills Leaders to reflect 
on the importance of essential skills education and so, suitably align to the research aims of this 
paper:  

• What excites you about becoming a Skills Leader on the Accelerator programme? 
• How do you think the Accelerator will support the priorities of your school or college? 

An analysis of the responses to these questions was conducted using a combined thematic 
approach of inductive and deductive analysis. This allowed us to approach the data with some ideas 
of themes we expected to find as well as allowing the data to identify any new themes. Through a 
process of coding the data and categorising these codes, we are able to identify five clear 
motivators for teaching essential skills. For example, we were able to group the following codes of 
supporting students’ futures, building independence, building character, building confidence and 
supporting holistic development into the theme of ‘preparing students for life’. Using the Accelerator 
responses, we were also able to establish keys areas that Skills Builder satisfies when it comes to 
helping teachers to deliver essential skills education. Appendix 1 provides the coding process in full. 

To triangulate these motivators, we held a series of 90-minute focus groups with schools and 
colleges, categorised into the following education phases: primary, secondary, college and 
inclusion. Not only did these discussions validate the themes found in the Accelerator response 
analysis, but they allowed for richer discussions around the motivators for teachers, the opportunity 
to start exploring the challenges and barriers teachers face when delivering essential skills 
education and how their Skills Builder experience has helped to overcome some of these. The 
categorisation of discussions also allowed us to understand the nuances between phases of 
education. We applied the same thematic analysis to the focus group transcripts to that of the 
Accelerator responses, applying the codes to the motivator themes already found and creating 
codes and subsequent themes for the challenges (Appendix 1). 

For our quantitative measure, we asked schools and colleges on the 2020-21 Accelerator 
programme two specific closed questions in an end of term teacher survey. The first question asked 
‘why does your Skills Builder programme have an impact across your school/college?’ providing a 
range of answer options, some of which mirrored the themes we found through the Accelerator 
response analysis. The second question asked ‘which elements of the Accelerator programme are 
having an impact on your school/college?’ to identify the ways in which Skills Builder helps teachers 
to better deliver essential skills education. 
 

2.4 Teachers beyond our network 

Next, we looked to teachers beyond our network to widen perspective. Teachers within our network 
would likely provide skewed responses to our research questions if we infer that teachers take part 
in the Accelerator programme because they believe essential skills education is important. 
Therefore, we wanted to confirm that the views we received from the Skills Builder network are 
shared with teachers nationally.  

We created a qualitative survey and distributed this to teachers beyond our network via three 
avenues. The first relied on the former teaching networks of members in the Skills Builder Education 
Team. We also promoted the survey through our networks of the 120 impact organisations that we 
now partner with. Finally, the Careers and Enterprise Company included the link to the survey within 
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their internal communications to regional leads across England’s Local Enterprise Partnerships to 
share with their Enterprise Coordinator networks. 

The survey asked respondents seven open-ended questions focussing on three key areas; the 
importance of essential skills, the barriers teachers face and the possible solutions to the barriers 
raised. We received 30 responses in total from a range of education phases and classification of 
teacher, ranging from senior leaders to classroom teachers. The analysis of the written responses 
replicated the deductive and inductive approach used to analyse the Accelerator responses, 
applying the codes to the themes found via the Accelerator response analysis whilst remaining alert 
to any new themes that might emerge for this cohort of teachers. 

 

2.5 Sector leaders 

To further widen the perspective of this paper, we reached out to a selection of leaders in the 
education sector to understand their perspective on why essential skills education is important and 
what they believe the motivators and barriers are that exist for teachers. In particular, we scoped out 
their take on the policy barriers that prevail and prohibit an education system more supportive of 
essential skills education. Via 30-minute semi-structured interviews, we spoke to: 

 

 

 

Sir John Holman 

Advisor to the Gatsby Foundation and author of the Benchmarks for Good Careers 
Guidance 

Olly Newton 

Executive Director at the Edge Foundation 

Jo Owen 

Chair of the Future Perfect Education Commission 

Susan Douglas 

Senior Schools Advisor at the British Council 

Ben Gadsby 

Head of Policy and Research at Impetus 
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Reflecting on their experiences in each of their vital lines of work, their insight has allowed us to 
validate and enhance the findings gained from our teachers in this research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nicola Hall 

Director of Education at the Careers and Enterprise Company 

Lesley Thain 

Head of Education, Quality & Commissioning at the Careers and Enterprise 
Company 
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Chapter 3: The motivators for building essential skills 
 
3.1 Summary 

 
• There are five key motivators for teachers when it comes to delivering essential skills 

education: 
1) Teaching essential skills to prepare students for life was the strongest motive for 

teachers by some way, felt strongly by all phases of education both within the Skills 
Builder educator network and beyond it. 

2) Supporting students’ career development and employability came out as the second 
strongest motivator for teachers, with essential skills building foundations to many career 
strategies. There is also recognition among teachers, particularly at a secondary and 
college level, of the value employers place on these skills too. 

3) Teachers are motivated to teach essential skills to unlock learning in the classroom and 
ensure all students have access to equal opportunities. Teachers of special educational 
needs feel this particularly strongly. 

4) There was also a motive for teachers to deliver essential skills education because it 
supports school or college priorities. Where this is the case, the essential skills are part 
of school improvement plans and can also be linked to their school values to bring them 
to life. 

5) Raising aspirations also appeared to motivate teachers, especially those who work in 
areas of social deprivation. The benefits of essential skills were also recognised for 
students with lower attainment and self-esteem. 
 

3.2 What motivates teachers to deliver essential skills education? 

Through thematic analysis, we identify five key motivators, reflective of teachers’ views as to why 
essential skills education is important. This section outlines the findings within each of these 
motivators, beginning with the strongest motivator we found, preparing students for life. 
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3.2.1 Preparing students for life 

Overwhelmingly we heard from teachers within and beyond the Skills Builder 
network that the teaching of essential skills is important because it prepares 
students for life.  

84% of Skills Leaders believe that teaching essential skills via the Accelerator is 
having an impact on their school or college because it helps prepare students 
for life. This was strongly echoed across Accelerator application answers as half of all responses 
referenced one or more of the following needs to teach essential skills; to support students’ futures, 
to support holistic development and to build independence, confidence and/or character.  

One secondary teacher believes: “School needs to provide students with an education but also 
experiences to make them better citizens, to prepare them for life after school. Our students passing 
through our schools now, are our future. It’s important we prepare them for the ever-changing world 
in which we live.”  

Primary teachers in agreement expressed ideas specifically around building confidence: “Our 
students need to be as confident in their skills as they are in their subjects, to help them move 
forward, embrace opportunities and become positive and proactive citizens.” 

An another highlighted the specific need to address the gap that social disadvantage can create: 
“Alongside literacy and numeracy, we need to develop skills to enable our children to escape the 
fragility of their self-worth that often accompanies them in school and life because of their 
disadvantaged background.”  

When explored further as part of focus group discussion, again this motivator proved strongest 
across all phases. Secondary and college teachers in particular recognised the value these skills’ 
have in preparing students for an unknown future. “It’s less about the jobs and knowing what’s 
available and more about preparing students for whatever they face when they leave school. If we 
prepare them with a good set of skills, no matter what they go on to do, they have those skills ready 
to use and adapt into whatever situation they are faced with. The last 12 months has shown it’s not 
the jobs that are important, because things change so much, it’s about preparing them for different 
routes.” 

But it is not just teachers within our network who strongly believe the teaching of essential skills is 
important to prepare students for life. Teachers beyond our network agreed here too. 73% of 
teacher respondents mentioned ideas around preparing students for life in their answers. One 
secondary teacher spoke specifically about each skill and its vital importance in all areas of life. 
They stressed that: “Leadership and Teamwork are vital skills because we need to create children 
who are global citizens, capable of working with a wide range of people. Our children are not born 
with the ability to work collaboratively with others; this is something that we have to explicitly teach 
them. We are setting our children up to fail if we do not teach them how to work with others.” 

For primary teachers, the motivation is more equally weighted between a desire to support students 
futures but also at this stage, a desire to support holistic development: “Essential skills are the 
fundamentals required for personal learning and thinking skills. They promote and embed resilience, 
confidence and independence and are truly essential regardless of academic ability, social status or 
ethnicity. The true foundations of the core values of humanitarianism.”  
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3.2.2 Career development and employability 

The second strongest motivator for teachers focusses on the support essential 
skills can offer in one’s work life, specifically with regard to their career 
development and employability.  

 

Within the Accelerator responses, this was driven largely by prospective Skills Leaders believing 
that the essential skills form a solid foundation to build a successful careers provision in school. 
From mainstream settings to alternative provisions, Skills Leaders recognised the complementarity 
between the essential skills and their career strategies.  

One primary teacher stated: “Our school already works towards implementing a career related 
learning focus but fully embedding the essential skills across the entire school would greatly impact 
the local community to ensure all children have the right skills to prepare them for their next stage.”  

One teacher from a pupil referral unit in particular raised that: “Career related learning is about 
providing a programme of activities that equip students with the knowledge, understanding and 
skills to support them with their future plans and jobs. The essential skills are integral to the careers 
related learning programme.” 

Teachers also recognise the value employers place on these skills, creating further reason to build 
them. Whilst all phases of education realised employer value to some extent, it seems particularly 
key for secondary schools and colleges to support their students’ employability. One college teacher 
expressed: “Businesses often tell us that they can teach recruits the technical skills but they find it 
difficult to find well rounded and positive individuals with leadership, problem-solving and creativity 
skills.” 

Another college teacher highlighted: “Our overall aim is to progress young people into sustainable 
careers [and] to give adult learners the skills to switch careers or progress in their current jobs. We 
are looking to align the essential skills our learners develop with the skills and attitudes employers 
are looking for when they recruit.” 

Teachers beyond our network validate these beliefs, again driven mostly by secondary and college 
settings: “The current focus in education is all about grades and data but soft skills have never been 
more important for future employment.”  

When exploring this area with our sector leaders, those we spoke to at the Careers and Enterprise 
Company believe that essential skills are a contributor of effective career management skills too. 
Though an already seemingly strong driver for teachers to deliver essential skills, Lesley Thain, 
Head of Education, raised an important point that: “We are seeing more teachers who enter the 
teaching profession with industry experience. They are able to see the value and relevance of these 
skills”, which may mean this driver is set to strengthen over time. 
 

“In today’s fast changing world, it is ever more important to equip and empower our pupils with 
these key skills, preparing them for the careers of tomorrow.” 

– Secondary teacher 
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3.2.3 Unlocking learning and opportunities for all 

 

 

 

 

This is an important question which highlights an inequality that exists without a comprehensive 
approach to building essential skills, and one which many teachers within our network raise too. 
One primary teacher stated: “Many of our children come from a background of high 
unemployment…one of our priorities is providing them with opportunities to develop skills which will 
support them in communicating successfully so they are able to compete against their affluent peers 
in the world of work.” 

Though mentioned by many teachers within the Accelerator responses, it became apparent in focus 
group discussions, that this motivator seems particularly felt by teachers of students with Special 
Education Needs (SEN). This reflects a sense that the essential skills can encourage students to 
realise their potential and stand as equals in the future workforce. The Head of Business and 
Enterprise at an all though SEN provision expressed: “Our students need to learn skills so that they 
can be productive, they can access things more readily and they can cope with things more readily. 
The essential skills are an ideal way for us to provide this. Communication is the most essential 
thing that our students will be able to do”. He went on to say: “A huge majority of our kids won’t go 
into employment; their past experiences of employers aren’t positive ones but essential skills 
education does give me hope that there are outcomes for our students to be had.”  

Similarly, teachers also recognised the power of the essential skills in unlocking classroom learning 
and consequently raising attainment to further open opportunities. In primary settings, one teacher 
argued: “It’s obvious that often the skills that we do not teach, like listening, working together and 
leadership are what holds children back from reaching higher attainment”. Within the primary focus 
group, it was raised that: “[Essential skills] are all skills you need in each area of school. If you can’t 
listen, that affects learning for example. The earlier you embed the skills, the better.”  

One secondary SEN specialist built upon these ideas, highlighting the essential skills’ ability to 
support social outcomes by reducing negative behaviours: “We will reduce disengagement and risk 
of exclusion by teaching students how to manage their own emotions and to become active 
listeners and improve the communication skills so students can put forward their points and engage 
in open discussions and justify their own opinions allowing them to be heard. Being able to break 
conversations down and process these effectively will allow for better responses and teach students 
how to follow instructions overall achieving a better outcome.” 

This was heard strongly across teachers beyond our network too. Teachers emphasised the 
essential skills’ potential in opening opportunities and being “the cornerstone of cultural capital”. A 
college senior leader argues that “essential skills act as a baseline for all learning to take place.” A 

“There are a lot of young people who will gain essential 
skills at home, through their family and social networks 
which will give them access to all sorts of opportunities to 
continue building skills. But if young people come from 
families that have never had a skilled job or even worked 
and therefore aren’t getting that from home, then where will 
they get it if they don’t get it from school?” 

– Sir John Holman 
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secondary teacher expanded on this point by saying: “[essential skills’] use across the whole 
curriculum is integral. Without these skills, subject-specific content will be more difficult to access. 
The teaching of these skills will enable more opportunities to be realised.” 
 

3.2.4 Supporting strategic priorities 

For teachers within our network, supporting strategic priorities of the school 
came as the fourth motivator to teach essential skills. Over half of current Skills 
Leaders selected ‘supports wider strategic priorities’ as being a reason for 
teaching the essential skills via the Accelerator. 

Prospective Skills Leaders identified links between essential skills and their 
strategic priorities in their Accelerator applications, including supporting school improvement plans 
and supporting the values underpinning the school or college. Some schools and colleges have 
incorporated the essential skills into their teaching and learning ambitions and see the essential 
skills as a core part of their school improvement plan, such as this SEN provision who said: “We are 
now developing a new character and employability curriculum in which our goal is to make well-
rounded individuals who are able to transition into the world of work with the appropriate level of 
essential skills to meet the demands of the modern world.” 

Some schools and colleges highlighted the ability of essential skills to bring their values to life in the 
classroom. One primary teacher reflected: “Our school values of appreciation, determination, care, 
honesty, respect and responsibility underpin everything we do and we are committed to helping our 
children become reflective and resilient lifelong learners. Essential skills therefore play a vital part to 
our learning culture, especially as we have a diverse community.” 

Across the teachers we spoke to, supporting wider strategic priorities does not emerge as strongly 
as the other aforementioned drivers. This was not an area that was raised during deeper 
conversations as part of the focus groups, nor did it emerge as a driver for teachers beyond our 
network. This could imply that teachers’ motivation to teach essential skills is intrinsic, stemming 
from their moral desire and wider recognition that positive change in the social environment is 
needed by preparing students for life, work and helping to unlock learning and opportunities, rather 
than being driven by the external mandates of the school or college they work for.  

However, schools and colleges including essential skills into their wider strategic priorities is a 
significant step in the right direction. This institutional engagement is important for both encouraging 
those intrinsic desires to be realised and, as an explicit expectation shared across the staff body, 
helps to create a culture which prioritises essential skills. 

 

“It is critically important for the senior leadership to buy into this. If a teacher is 
personally bought into it but senior leadership are not, it makes it very difficult to 
do anything, it makes it very lonely.” 

 – Sir John Holman 
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3.2.5 Raising aspirations  

Though not mentioned as explicitly as the other motivators, raising aspirations 
plays out as a fifth motivator among teachers, supporting the other four drivers. 
For example, whilst teachers expressed their desire to prepare students for life, 
they also expressed a want to raise aspirations in parallel.  

This motivator was particularly strong for teachers working in areas of social 
deprivation, serving communities of families with lower incomes or facing high unemployment.  

One primary teacher reflected: “We are located in an area that has relatively low socio-economic 
status, there is a significant amount of unemployment within our families and with that comes the 
risk of low aspirations amongst our children. Our aim is to equip our pupils with essential skills that 
will ensure they are successful throughout their lives.” 

Another added: “Our children often do not have the opportunity to meet people in a variety of jobs. 
Raising their aspirations for the future and encouraging a growth mindset is essential to our school. 
I have already seen the impact the essential skills have on shaping children’s aspirations.” 

These teachers see the essential skills as key to helping disadvantaged young people understand 
the opportunities on offer to them and widen their horizons. But the same seems also true for other 
student groups. 

Students with low self-esteem were referenced by one primary teacher in particular: “With essential 
skills, our pupils have the opportunity to broaden their skill-set and challenge misconceptions they 
may have about themselves and others. For example, the quietest of our students may be 
unwittingly the most successful leaders.” 

Those with special educational needs or who have lower academic achievement to date are also 
mentioned as particularly benefitting from essential skills education. One secondary school 
mentioned that: “Essential skills for SEN and lower ability students will support them in accessing 
the curriculum and develop them pastorally, to help them manage themselves personally in a more 
appropriate and effective manner, developing confidence and aspiration.” This was further 
supported by another secondary school teacher who said that: “By raising students’ awareness of 
the range of skills that they are developing on a daily basis within their subjects, it helps improve 
their overall level of engagement and attainment - ultimately, helping all of our students realise their 
full potential and raise their aspirations.” 

Current Skills Leaders on our programme are in agreement here, with 50% selecting ‘raising 
aspirations’ as one reason as to why teaching essential skills via the Accelerator is having an 
impact in their school or college. 

For teachers beyond our network, raising aspirations was not explicitly mentioned within their 
responses. However, as with teachers within our network, there is an interrelationship between the 
drivers already mentioned and the desire to raise aspirations. One secondary school teacher 
expressed that: “We live in a society which has unfortunately discouraged many children from 
aiming high - they need to be shown how to aim high and what this means for them. It’s very difficult 
to education, engage and inspire children who cannot see the value of education and where it can 
take them.” 
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3.3 Chapter conclusion 

When teachers are given a voice to express their attitudes and beliefs in this space, it is clear that 
there are several strong motivators at play in teaching essential skills, stemming from an overall 
intrinsic drive to prepare their students for life. Olly Newton from the Edge Foundation can vouch for 
this from his experiences in his work.  

 

 

He quite rightly raises that while these drivers exist, there are many barriers that prevail in the 
current UK education system which prevent teachers from delivering essential skills education to the 
extent they desire.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

“When you speak to most teachers about this, they completely get it. Most 
people go into teaching to help people within their subject but also to be rounded 
people to come out the other end being able to get a job and be successful in the 
world. There is a lot of appetite there but also a lot of barriers to why teachers are 
pushed away from this.” 

– Olly Newton 
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Chapter 4: The barriers to teaching essential skills 
 
4.1 Summary 

• Though it is apparent that there are clear drivers felt by teachers to deliver essential skills 
education to their learners, there are also a number of barriers preventing this from 
happening universally among teachers. 

• Time and a lack of training and consistent approaches were pressing barriers felt by 
teachers. This was largely due to a knowledge-rich curriculum leaving little space to focus on 
other areas as well as a lack of confidence in their ability to teach the skills. 

• A further barrier for teachers stemmed from wider policy restrictions with regard to the value 
placed on essential skills and the ripple effect this causes. 

• The main policy barriers, explored in depth with sector leaders, emerged as teacher 
performance and student attainment measures, the current full curriculum and the reduced 
scope for collaboration between educational institutions. 

 

4.2 The barriers 

It is hugely encouraging to recognise that teachers are motivated to deliver essential skills 
education and understand the drivers behind this. However, it is also important to recognise and 
give space for teachers to voice the barriers they face which prevent them from doing so in the 
reality of their day-to-day teaching. 

We explored these barriers within the focus groups and within the questions posed to teachers 
beyond our network. This was also an area we explored in detail with the sector leaders we spoke 
to, to understand what they felt the main barriers for teachers are, drawing on their observations 
within their varying lines of work. 

As with the motivators, we see key themes emerge. 
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4.2.1 Time 

Having time to teach essential skills to their learners proved to be largest barrier 
for teachers by some way. This was due to a perception that delivering 
essential skills education adds to an already overwhelming teacher workload.  

This was heard across each of the focus groups, but more heavily discussed in 
primary and secondary settings in particular. Within the primary focus group, it 
was mentioned that: “Time is always a challenge because there is so much to fit into the curriculum. 
We also have the added challenge of ensuring teachers do not feel as though it is another thing to 
do.” 

Secondary teachers echoed this challenge: “The biggest barrier is teachers thinking this is extra. 
They see their job first and foremost as their subject.”  

For teachers beyond our network, over two-thirds of responses referenced having limited time to 
teach these skills due to feeling the pressures of a packed, knowledge-focused curriculum. For 
primary teachers, the challenge was articulated as: “The pressures of covering a full curriculum and 
the need to plug gaps in learning and understanding not allowing for freedom and flexibility in the 
classroom.” Secondary teachers agreed: “The academic curriculum is already extremely challenging 
to complete and there is often a feeling that we just need to plough through at the expense of 
everything else.” 

This validates the sense that sector leaders put forward when asked their thoughts on the main 
barriers teachers face. Susan Douglas, Senior Advisor at the British Council reflected: “I think if you 
asked teachers they would say time is the biggest barrier, that the curriculum is really tight for time 
so fitting something else in would be hard.” 

Ben Gadsby, Head of Policy and Research at Impetus, shed light on the severe reality of the 
challenge in saying: “Even trying to have this conversation takes time for a profession that works on 
average 50 hours a week.” 
 

4.2.2 Lack of training and consistency 

A second barrier appeared as a lack of training and consistent approaches 
towards essential skills education.  

This particular barrier was frequently mentioned by teachers beyond our 
network. For primary teachers in particular, the focus was on the need for 
training in this area: “A challenge is the quality of teaching – staff have to be 
excellent teachers to be able to lead this.” For secondary teachers, the focus was more on gaining a 
consistent approach across the staff body: “It’s very difficult when it is only taking place in your 
classroom. I think there needs to be a common language used through schools and all subjects 
need to embed these as routine.”  

Echoing this point during the conversation with Sir John Holman, he said: “The understanding of 
what it means and having the vocabulary at your fingertips is one thing, [but] the understanding 
needs to be shared across the school. There is no point in a Chemistry teacher talking about these 
skills in different ways to a Maths teacher.” 

By extension, these reflections from teachers have also exposed a challenge of teacher confidence 
in this space. A senior leader at an all-through provision raises the point that: “Sometimes teachers 
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themselves weren’t taught the skills or they do not play to their strengths.” This was an area that 
some of our sector leaders were acutely aware of too. In particular, in her line of work at the British 
Council, Susan Douglas has observed that: “Some of the areas which form part of essential skills 
worry some teachers in terms of their understanding.” 
 

4.2.3 Valuing essential skills 

A third barrier was the wider policy environment for essential skills. That is, the 
extent to which these skills are valued in policy, with the effect this has on 
attitudes and decisions made by school leaders and resultantly those made in 
the classroom. 

An all-through teacher in particular highlighted: “The main challenge is the 
educational stigmas from society and hierarchy within schools. The problem lies with archaic 
policies and institutionalised beliefs of essential life, social and vocational skills not being of value 
against academic achievement.” 

Policy barriers were an area we explored in depth within our conversations with sector leaders and 
were echoed by teacher focus groups and those beyond our network. It became apparent that there 
were three, interrelated challenges, driven by educational policy, which accounted for the lack of 
time, training and consistent approaches given to essential skills education. 

 

(i) Performance and attainment measures 

Schools in England work under an accountability system focussed on examination results and a 
powerful inspectorate. In fact, Sir John Holman states that it is probably the most stringent in 
anywhere he has visited in the world. Though he is aware that we need ways of holding schools to 
account, he believes it is too strongly focussed on exams and testing of cognitive outcomes which 
shapes the behaviour of teachers as they focus solely on improving their own results, their 
departments and ultimately those of the school or college. 

This focus on attainment creates a tension for teachers between the desire to succeed under the 
current performance measures and the acknowledgement that to do so, their motivations to develop 
essential skills for their young people must suffer.  

 

Teachers involved in this research confirmed the opinions of our sector leaders. One secondary 
school spoke of the everyday struggle that can result: “If the school values academic outcomes over 
everything else, it is an uphill battle to successfully implement essential skills into everyday 
practice.”  
 

“Whilst Progress 8 is still the message from the government to teachers, we are 
always going to be asking teachers to do something that doesn’t quite seem 
linked to the way their performance is measured, even though in their hearts they 
know it’s the right thing to do.” 

– Olly Newton 
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(ii) Curriculum 

The focus on a knowledge-rich curriculum can sometimes be to the detriment of other key 
educational outcomes. 

Nicola Hall described the curriculum model and assessment structures as systemic barriers that 
teachers have to work within: “When the new GSCEs were developed and came into play, then 
almost any hope of additional time or development around skills, not intrinsically embedded in 
delivery, ebbed away. The intensity of delivering a knowledge-based curriculum with extensive 
content became a driver. At the moment, performance measures are solely resting on academic 
performance. This is a barrier which influences school leaders and drives accountability.” 

For the teachers beyond our network, the challenge of integrating essential skills into a packed 
curriculum was mentioned in almost every response. One secondary teacher expressed that: “The 
severe focus, policy-wise, to get through the content makes us feel we don’t have time to teach 
these skills.”  

One teacher shared that: “Children enter our school with deprivation in communication skills, there 
is a lot of catch up that needs to be done.” Another secondary teacher revealed that: “Pupils come 
to our school with such different level of these skills and we have to try and make sure we build 
them up.” This goes some way to illustrate the uncomfortable tension teachers feel between 
acknowledging a lack of skill among their young people and battling with tightly packed, knowledge-
based curriculum which they perceive to leave little room to address this.  

Within the inclusion-focussed focus group, it emerged that in their particular setting a high intake of 
new teachers each year brings a challenge of getting them to buy into a more skills-based 
curriculum. He said: “New teachers are shoehorned into teaching in a certain way and that isn’t 
skills - it’s subjects. So, there’s a challenge to get them on board and understand that it isn’t a fad, 
it’s important.” He stressed that this takes time, all the while his students are missing out on an 
education that they vitally need which build skills.  

(iii) Reduced scope for collaboration 

The accountability system described and discussed so far is argued to have set schools and 
colleges up to compete, reducing incentives for schools and colleges to collaborate.  

In fact, Olly Newton states that, not only are there not incentives to collaborate, there are 
disincentives: “In other jurisdictions like Northern Ireland where there are really clear incentives to 
collaborate, there is lots of connection between schools working together and also connection 
between schools and colleges. That connection helps to build more of an environment where these 
skills are more valued. This is another thing that is missing from our system, but would provide a 
much stronger base for this type of work.” 

Jo Owen describes the current situation as a rigid and seemingly unbreakable cycle whereby 
ministers look towards ‘successful schools’ for advice and guidance in how to continue the 
development of the education system. However, these schools are seen as successful under the 
current system which defines success as achieving highly in knowledge-based outcomes and are 
therefore very committed to the current system. This is why the existing system seems immovable 
because if success indicators were to shift away from academic outcomes, suddenly those schools 
might not be as successful, and thus these schools will resist change, which will be noted by policy 
ministers who rely on these particular schools for guidance. 
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Chapter 5: The way forward 

 
5.1 Summary 

• It is clear that change could unleash teachers’ enthusiasm for building essential skills. 
• Identifying the barriers which exist helps to identify how to overcome them. We asked 

teachers and sector leaders what the possible solutions might be: 
o Increased teacher training and continued professional development in pursuit of a 

consistent approach underpinned by a common language and expectations in 
relation to the essential skills. 

o A redesign of the curriculum. Teachers were split between whether this should be 
government directed or a teachers’ responsibility to incorporate into the current 
curriculum. 

o A review of accountability and assessment systems. Sector leaders argued for 
changes in these systems to varying extents with some advocating a fundamental re-
think in educational outcomes, whilst others considered how essential skills could be 
incorporated in the current system. 

o Capitalising on the current flexibility in the system, particularly in light of two 
significant steps in the right direction; the Gatsby Benchmarks and the new Ofsted 
framework.   

• The Skills Builder Partnership can be seen to support schools and colleges to capitalise on 
the flexibility of the system, with teachers recognising the clarity the Universal Framework 
can provide and the benefit following the six principles of best practice can bring. The 
Partnership also provides modelled resources to build essential skills and tools for 
assessment. Teachers spoke of the benefits access to Skills Builder expertise, the 
Partnership network and alignment to other platforms and systems has. 
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5.2 What are the possible solutions? 

Shining a spotlight on the current barriers is not simply an exercise in pessimism. Rather, it helps 
identify how those barriers can be overcome. This is an area we explored again in-depth with 
teachers in and beyond our network, as well as sector leaders.  

It is clear that change in this area is needed to unleash teachers’ enthusiasm for building the 
essential skills of their students. In order to better understand what change should look like, we 
explored what teachers believed to be the solutions to the challenges they raised.  
 

5.2.1 Teacher training  

The most frequently referenced solution, raised in largely equal weight across all phases of 
education, revealed there is an appetite for; teacher training in this space to increase teacher 
awareness of these skills and their importance, and for; continued professional development to 
ensure successful teaching of the essential skills. For secondary and colleges teachers in particular, 
this was driven by a need to achieve a consistent whole-institution approach when it comes to 
teaching essential skills and have access to best practice examples of what works in other settings. 
One secondary teacher wrote: “There needs to be training to get all teachers on board and a move 
towards developing the whole child, not just their academic record.” 

Consequently, there is also an appetite for a common language for teachers and students to use 
when it comes to articulating and building essential skills. To achieve a consistent whole-institution 
approach, teachers need to be provided with agreed definitions and expectations in relation to 
essential skills development, which are shared universally, so that they can be confident in setting 
students up for success in line with the expectations’ educational settings, and beyond, have of 
young people. 

 
5.2.2 Broadening the curriculum 

Teachers also mentioned a redesign of the curriculum and are split across two schools of thought 
on this point. 

Some suggested this should be government directed: “There needs to be increased value of skills 
by the national curriculum and improved investment, especially in early years provision for speech, 
listening, language and communication development.”  

Others suggested they see this as their own responsibility to incorporate into the current curriculum 
and their lessons: “I need to plan my lesson better so that the skills are incorporated into the 
subject.” Another expresses: “There needs to be an emphasis on the skills so they can be focussed 
on in the appropriate places and we need to be made aware of where they apply in each subject.” 
Both of which illustrate and loop back to the overarching need for teacher training in essential skills 
education.  

The sector leaders we spoke to largely mirrored the suggestions put forward by teachers, calling for 
a more supportive wider system generally with regard to expanding the scope of the curriculum 
beyond simply the knowledge curriculum. 
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5.2.3 Reviewing assessment and accountability approaches 

In terms of accountability and assessment, two sector leaders in particular felt strongly towards a 
change to these systems. Sir John Holman advocated a broadening of the accountability system to 
one “which accounts for more than the narrow basket of academic attainment”. Susan Douglas 
similarly framed that assessment should be a more comprehensive view of “the outcomes we look 
for at the end of a young persons’ education”.  

Olly Newton argued we should be having a fundamental re-think in this area, post pandemic.  

 

However, others reflected on the potential danger in incorporating skills into assessment measures. 
Nicola Hall suggested: “There is always a risk with turning things like careers, employability and 
skills into assessed activity because I think the inference then changes in terms of young people’s 
engagement with them. But I do think there should be school accountability and expectations for the 
development of skills across and beyond the curriculum to ensure young people have continuous 
development opportunities.”  

Lesley Thain agreed here but asked whether there is capacity to draw out skills within the current 
assessment measures. For example, in BTEC courses where students deliver presentations or write 
articles and being more deliberate about the skills they are building.  

 

In the same vein, Ben Gadsby suggested a scheme of work that meets attainment needs but has 
the skills built in, supported by Olly Newton who argued that more effective approaches to building 
essential skills tend to be where this is integrated rather than layered on top.  

As already mentioned by teachers, this therefore calls for an increased emphasis in this space 
within teacher training and development to build their confidence in doing so. Nicola Hall said: 
“Ultimately, all of this should be built into teacher training because that’s the only way these things 
get hard wired into the system going forward, otherwise it’s bolted on. If it’s integral from the very 
beginning and built upon all the way through, then it becomes systemic.”  

But the difficulty lies in an already saturated initial teacher training provision in England, as raised by 
Susan Douglas. Olly Newton, who has spoken to various institutions, claimed there is interest in 
integrating these approaches but initial teacher training providers feel restricted by the government 

“Do only written exams bring out the best in people? If we could move towards a 
broader assessment system which values these skills in the end product, it would 
unlock all of this. Teachers would be given the message that not only will they be 
working towards exams, they are going to work towards these kinds of skills, and 
that’s the game changer.” 

– Olly Newton 

“Rather than looking at assessing these skills separately, it’s about identifying 
where these skills can be measured through existing assessments.” 

– Lesley Thain 
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guidance and the huge syllabus they have to get through, which almost replicates the exam cooker 
approach that our learners face for our teachers too.  

5.2.4 Capitalising on flexibility 

However, there was recognition in discussion that there is capacity to use the flexibility that exists 
within the current system, and in parallel, tap into the motivations which drive teachers to want to 
deliver essential skills education to the young people they teach. 

 

We asked sector leaders to reflect on the requirements and conditions they believe are needed at a 
school or college level for essential skills education to be effective, drawing on their observations 
and experience within their lines of work.  

There was a common agreement that essential skills can be delivered within the current system 
through an integrated, whole-school approach, underpinned by a common and shared 
understanding of what these skills are and guided by leadership who believe in their importance to 
ultimately create a culture reflective of essential skills and their value. This echoed the calls from our 
teachers who too believe that essential skills education is more successful if it is integrated and 
bought into at a whole-school level. 

In recent years, there have been a number of steps in the right direction to support the delivery of 
essential skills education in England. The government’s Careers Strategy and statutory guidance for 
schools now sets out a plan for building high-quality careers education, providing a clear blueprint 
for what good careers provision looks like15. The eight Gatsby Benchmarks, which are now an 
expectation of all schools to work towards, have a key role in enabling all young people to develop 
the skills to achieve career wellbeing. In addition, the new Ofsted Framework has moved towards a 
more skills-inclusive inspection as they seek a broad and balanced curriculum developing cultural 
capital and character development16. Inspectors make a judgement on the personal development of 
the learners, which includes the extent to which the curriculum extends beyond academic, technical 
or vocational, providing for learners’ broader development.  

Both of these developments indicate that there is a growing, systemic recognition for the value 
essential skills, which has increased the flexibility in the current system for schools and colleges to 
exploit. 
 

 

 

 
15 The Careers & Enterprise Company: The Gatsby Benchmark Toolkit for Schools 
16 Ofsted: Education Inspection Framework (2019) 

“There’s a lot more flexibility in the current system than people think there is. 
Policy needs to change but we can’t wait for that to happen, we need to be 
encouraging leaders and others to be brave enough to push at the boundaries of 
what’s already possible.” 

- Olly Newton 

https://www.careersandenterprise.co.uk/sites/default/files/uploaded/1041_gatsby_toolkit_for_schools_final.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/education-inspection-framework
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5.3 The role the Skills Builder Partnership can play 

Here, at the Skills Builder Partnership, we recognise the flexibility within the current system and 
strongly believe that the commonality of our approach can help schools and colleges to overcome 
the challenges teachers are facing to considerable extent. 

As mentioned, our approach is built from our rigorous, research-informed Universal Framework17, 
designed to provide a shared understanding of what these skills are and what they involve, whether 
you are an educator, an employer or an individual of any age, wanting to build skills. 

Providing a commonality of language is an important first step and, as identified through this 
research, a vital component of successful essential skills education.  

 

 

To ensure this is something every teacher has, the Partnership has developed a range of educator 
programmes, built from the Universal Framework and underpinned by six guiding principles towards 
effective essential skills teaching. Our flagship education programme, the Accelerator, is a capacity 
building programme designed to support long term provision of essential skills education.  

Each institution appoints a Skills Leader to implement an essential skills strategy based on six best-
practice principles in pursuit of a Skills Builder Award, recognising and celebrating essential skills 
education at a Bronze, Silver and Gold level depending on how fully those principles have been 
implemented.18 Skills Leaders receive comprehensive training and strategic support via two training 
days and three meetings with an allocated Skills Builder team member across an academic year.  

We also provide teachers with high quality training in this area and deliver two training sessions to 
introduce all teachers to the Skills Builder approach, create a shared understanding of essential 
skills and how they are built within the curriculum. Teachers are supported by a range of platforms, 
designed by Skills Builder, which provide a wealth of fully prepared resources and assessment 
tools, helping to identify a manageable starting point for learners and clarity around the next step19. 

 
17 Baker, L. & Ravenscroft, T. (2020) Towards a Universal Framework for Essential Skills: A Review of the Skills Builder 
Framework 
18 See www.skillsbuilder.org/awardguide for full explanation 
19 Skills Builder Hub / Skills Builder Benchmark / Skills Builder Launchpad 

“Skills Builder usefully clarifies what we mean by skills, and the taxonomy of 
basic, essential and technical skills is particularly valuable. Getting clear 
language around essential skills is important for every teacher.”  

– Sir John Holman 

“One of bits of magic that Skills Builder has achieved is shown that essential 
skills are not a separate activity, they are an integral activity and that is really 
important”  

– Jo Owen 

http://www.skillsbuilder.org/awardguide
https://hub.skillsbuilder.org/start/
https://www.skillsbuilder.org/benchmark
https://www.skillsbuilder.org/about-launchpad
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More than 430 schools and colleges participated in this programme in 2020-21. Of the 9,000 
teachers trained in these settings, 82% felt more confident in building essential skills for their young 
people20.  

Combining the insight from focus groups with Skills Leaders and the Accelerator responses 
highlighted seven areas that Skills Builder and the Accelerator provides to help deliver essential 
skills education. 
 

5.3.1 Clarity from the Skills Builder Universal Framework  

The clarity that the Universal Framework provides in defining exactly what is meant by essential 
skills and what progression looks like was mentioned frequently by teachers. 

 

 

 

 

 

Teachers have expressed that such commonality of language helps to resolve confusion over 
terminology and provides easy reference points that everyone can understand.  

 

 

 

 

The nature of the steps of the Framework also helps to support progression towards mastery. It 
helps identify where students are now, and what they need to do next in order to improve further.  

 

 

 

 

 

5.3.2 Principles of best practice 

Skills Builder defines six principles to guide schools and colleges in creating a complete strategy 
when it comes to delivering essential skills. This provides clarity on what best practice looks like: 

• Keep it simple: Using a consistent language, and focusing on tangible steps 

 
20 The Skills Builder Partnership (2020) Impact Report 

“We had a focus on skills such as resilience but the Skills Builder programme makes it feel so 
much more manageable and clarifies the behaviours that we want our students to develop. This 
makes it immediately attractive to teachers and other adults in the classroom as it gives them a 
common vocabulary.” 

– Pupil Referral Unit teacher 

“Skills Builder offers a common approach that staff, students, parents and employers will be able 
to understand, and is also progressive and accessible to all.” 

– Secondary teacher 

“What’s exciting about Skills Builder is the ability to teach skills explicitly with as much rigour as 
Maths and English. We can have a shared language with common expectations of what we 
mean by essential skills.” 

 – Primary teacher 
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• Start early, keep going: Working with individuals at each stage of education 
• Measure it: Understanding existing skills strengths and development areas 
• Focus Tightly: Building essential skills explicitly and deliberately  
• Keep Practising: Apply the skills in lots of settings and reflect on their use 
• Bring it to life: Link the essential skills to different elements of wider life 

The Principle Matrix helps to break these principles down into tangible activities that can support 
best practice which teachers evidently find useful. 

 

 

 

 

 

5.3.3 Supporting broader assessment 

Earlier, it was reflected that one of the barriers to broader teaching of essential skills were the 
limitations of assessing progress. This reduces the value placed on teaching these skills if the 
impact cannot be gauged.  

Skills Builder has developed a series of assessment tools in line with Principle 3 Measure It to 
support teacher-led assessment and individual self-reflection to support identifying progress and 
development areas. 

 

 

 

 

 

5.3.4 Modelled resources and tools 

The most frequently mentioned element that Skills Builder provides appeared to be the resources 
we have created to help build the steps of the essential skills. 85% of Skills Leaders on the 
Accelerator selected ‘tools and resources on the Skills Builder Hub’ as having an impact of their 
school/college. The appeal stems from being purposely designed to engage all learners in essential 
skills education whilst placing minimal additions to teacher workload. We heard this from both 
Secondary and Primary teachers alike. 

 

 

 

 

 

“The Skills Builder principles allow us to monitor and assess the effectiveness of the 
programme, ensuring the skills and the narrative around them are fully embedded and remain 
within the school narrative.” 

– Secondary teacher 

“We love how the assessment tool helps to highlight the ways in which we could refine and 
direct our teaching to further the skills of our children.” 

– Primary teacher 

“With the fantastic resources available, we can not only make the pupils’ learning fun and 
innovative but also provide them with praise they deserve, through certificates and stickers.” 

– Secondary teacher 
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This helps to address the challenge framed earlier of time and how to support teachers who often 
do not have the resources or expertise to develop tools to teach essential skills. 

 

5.3.5 Access to expertise 

Skills Leaders spoke of feeling supported by the way in which the programme is structured to 
provide schools and colleges with a journey to follow in order to reach strategic aims, complete with 
the vital and needed teacher training we have identified in this research, as part of the offer.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.3.6 Partnership network 

Another area the Skills Builder Partnership is seen to be particularly helpful in is to provide access 
to a network of organisations otherwise not as easily reachable by schools and colleges. This is 
because the Skills Builder Partnership includes not only educators, but also employers and other 
impact organisation who all use the Skills Builder Framework as a shared language and set of 
common outcomes. 

Skills Leaders on the Accelerator enjoy the opportunities to network with each other to understand 
what other provisions are doing in this space. One primary teacher said: “It was really lovely to 
spend time with others on the training day. Speaking to others to find out what they are doing is the 
most useful bit of training, you always pick up ideas.”  

Beyond the educator network, Skills Leaders also welcome the opportunity to become part of a 
partnership that connects them to businesses to widen their learner’s experiences, with some 
expressing that without this open door, they would struggle to provide the same breadth of 
experience for their learners.  

 

 

 

 

 

5.3.7 Supporting alignment  

The Skills Leaders on our programme finally advocated the programme’s accessibility, in terms of 
both its ease of use and its compatibility with other programmes, systems and providers they work 
with in their setting. 

“With the change in the inspection framework and the need to demonstrate how we are 
preparing our students for the next stage of their life, Skills Builder can play a significant role in 
how we structure and measure what we do, the support to input into our strategic planning [is] 
valuable. We have had significant staff turnover this year so the continued professional 
development element is very important.” 

– All-through school teacher 

“The links that Skills Builder can offer us as a school are wonderful. Over 200+ organisations 
and employers is brilliant and something as a school we could not do on our own.” 

– Primary teacher 
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Skills Leaders also see the programme as supportive in achieving the Gatsby Benchmarks: “It was 
a strategic school objective this year to ensure we implement the 'Gatsby Benchmarks. We have 
always seen the Skills Builder approach as a key vehicle to achieve this objective, given that it 
offers a common vocabulary and approach to the delivery of 'work-related' skills for both staff and 
students.” 

The growing group of other impact organisations who are aligned to the same language and 
outcomes also means that schools can more effectively combine different programmes, provisions 
and tools to create a coherent and comprehensive approach to building the essential skills of every 
student.  

 

5.4 What still needs to be done  

It is clear from this research that teachers are highly motivated to teach essential skills in order to 
prepare students for life, raise their aspirations, provide quality careers education, unlock learning 
and opportunities and support strategic priorities of their school or college.  

But the barriers to teaching these skills are also clear.  

This paper has shone a light on what these barriers are, namely time and a lack of training and 
consistency, and the changes needed to break these barriers down. There is no hiding from the fact 
that change is needed at a policy level to move towards a more supportive education system which 
places higher value on the teaching of essential skills.  

In the meantime, we can encourage and support teachers to tap into the motivations this paper has 
highlighted to achieve as much as possible in the current system.  

In parallel, we will work to:  

• Continue to capitalise on research demonstrating the value of these skills on outcomes 
including academic achievement, wellbeing, career aspiration and workplace outcomes.21 

• Grow the range of employer partners who are adopting the Skills Builder Framework and its 
language and outcomes to support a coherent approach between education and the world of 
work. 

• Extend access to training, tools and resources for individual teachers to be able to 
confidently teach essential skills for their students. 

• Create a growing bank of best-practice examples that can be used and adapted by schools 
and colleges to achieve essential skills outcomes within the existing policy and environment. 

• Work with aligned partners to encourage policy changes in line with this paper, particularly 
around teacher training, broadening curriculum outcomes and encouraging wider forms of 
assessment and accountability.  

• The creation of the Universal Framework not only allows educators to understand and 
witness the value a common language can have on their learners, but also allows employers 
to understand the value it can add to their settings too.  

If we can make these steps, we can better capitalise on the enthusiasm and passion of our teachers 
to ensure that one day, every student will build the essential skills to succeed.  

 
21 www.skillbuilder.org/insights 

https://www.skillsbuilder.org/insights
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Appendix 1: Thematic Analysis Process  
  

The charts below provide an overview of the code clustering and categorisation process to identify 
the themes found in this paper. The descriptions of each initial code and cluster, where applicable, 
can be found beneath each chart. Each chart replicates the structure provided in this key: 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 1a: Motivators 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

• Independence – essential skills development helps to increase a learners’ independence 
• Building confidence –essential skills development helps to increase a learners’ confidence 
• Building character - essential skills development helps to build character traits for example; self-

esteem and resilience  
• Supporting futures – essential skills education better prepares a learner for their future 
• Holistic development – a desire to support the whole learner in terms of their personal 

development and wellbeing beyond academic achievement 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Preparing 
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cluster
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• Employer value – recognition that employers seek, value and recruit for essential skills 
• Transferability – recognition that essential skills are useful in a range of settings within education 

and beyond it 
• Employability – desire to develop essential skills to equip learners for the work place  
• Supporting careers – essential skills development enhances and strengthens existing careers 

provisions 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

• Achieving potential – essential skills development supports learners to reach their potential 
• Achieving outcomes – essential skills development supports learners to achieve in school or 

college 
• Opportunity access – desire to equate opportunities among young people with a focus on 

specific cohorts. For example, those eligible for pupil premium, those with special educational 
needs or those at-risk of being not in employment, education or training  

• Unlock learning – essential skill development supports academic learning in the classroom 
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• Supporting school plan/ priorities– essential skills development is part of the whole school plan 
and/or priorities and is developed within the curriculum 

• Supporting school values – the essential skills align with a school or colleges values and/or 
mission 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Raising aspirations – essential skills development increases a learner’s ambition  
• Widen horizons – essential skills development helps a learner to understand the realistic 

opportunities available to them  
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Appendix 1b: Barriers 

 

 

 

 

• Time – there is a lack of time to fit essential skills development into teaching practice 
• Perception of additional workload – essential skills are seen as something additional, on top of 

an already overwhelming workload 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Lack of training – insufficient time spent of essential skills education in both initial teacher 
training and continued professional development 

• Inconsistent approach – essential skills are delivered inconsistently in the absence of a whole-
institution approach 
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• Performance and attainment measures – current performance measures for teachers and 
attainment measures for students do not account for essential skills education  

• Knowledge-based curriculum – the curriculum is tightly packed with knowledge-based content 
• Reduced scope of collaboration – schools and colleges are not supported to collaborate with 

each other to create a more supportive environment for essential skills 
• Undervaluing of essential skills – a lack of value placed on essential skills by schools and/or 

students 
• Policy restrictions – those barriers stemming from current education policies 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Value of essential 
skills

Undervaluing of 
essential skills

Policy 
restrictions 

Performance and 
attainment measures

Knowledge-based 
curriculum

Reduced scope for 
collaboration



43 
 

Appendix 1c: The role Skills Builder can play 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Common language – the framework provides a common language for the essential skills 
• Progression – the framework supports progression through the themes of the essential skills 
• Structure – the framework provides a structure to teach essential skills education 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Keep it simple – providing a common language and vocabulary for the essential skills 
• Start young and keep going – starting essential skills development as early as possible to close 

gaps and work towards mastery 
• Measure it – providing a framework and tools to assess and track skills development 
• Focus tightly – providing a framework and resources to help teach skill steps 
• Keep practising – recognition that skills take time to master and so should be practiced and 

reinforced 
• Bring it to life – premium resources to help the essential skills come to life in different settings 
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• Hub resources – the resources on the Skills Builder hub help to teach and reinforce essential 

skills education 
• Premium elements – projects, challenge days and employer experiences are enjoyed by 

teachers and learners, helping to bring the skills to life 
• Inclusive content – resources are seen applicable for all learners 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Team expertise – Skills Builder Education Team are seen as experts in essential skills 
education  

• Support – the Accelerator is seen as a supportive programme in all areas 
• Continued Professional Development – the teacher training sessions included in the Accelerator 

are useful to train teachers in essential skills education 
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• Employer network – the partnership allows access to broader employer networks otherwise 
inaccessible to schools 

• Educator network – the partnership brings together like-minded schools and colleges to share 
experiences and ideas 
 
 

 

• Ease of use – Skills Builder platforms and resources are easy to use 
• Ownership of learning – Skills Builder provides a framework from which learners can better take 

ownership of their own skills development 
• Accessibility – the Accelerator is seen as accessible given its ease of use and alignment to other 

providers 
• Compatibility – Skills Builder framework is aligned to other platforms and systems schools and 

college use, helping smoother implementation of a wider strategy 
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