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Not too much to get excited about for the world of education and skills in this year’s Budget but as the media has been quick to point out ‘Darling doesn’t do excitement,’ dull is the new exciting. There was a brief section in the middle of the speech on the 3 Ss, schools, skills and science but the key word was another S, namely “stability,” it was used 23 times and kind of set the tone.
The nearest we get to excitement, well heightened interest at least, is in some of the additional papers that traditionally accompany the Budget Report. Two are of particular interest this year for the world of education and skills, both part of the ‘unlocking talent’ series, one on Enterprise and one on Innovation. 
First, a new strategy on enterprise. This is, of course, an area close to the Prime Minister’s heart, central to the skills agenda and given a new sense of purpose following the creation of the Dept for Business Enterprise and Regulatory Reform (DBERR.) The strategy sets out “a new framework of five enablers,” culture, knowledge and skills, access to finance, regulatory framework and business innovation. The headline message is perhaps the proposal to create a National Enterprise Academy, “as a first in a network of enterprise academies,” and developed with Peter Jones of Dragon’s Den. In addition a further £30m is being put into enterprise education, enterprise is being promoted through Premier League community programmes, a media campaign is to be funded to promote women’s enterprise, Make Your Mark clubs piloted in FE and, hard to see given the stage Diplomas are at, but enterprise ‘will be an element of all new Diplomas.’
As for the Paper on Innovation, this  comes from DIUS and complements the enterprise strategy in many ways. This is another area in which Gordon Brown has been particularly active, not least commissioning grandees such Lords Leitch and Sainsbury to map out ways forward on skills and science/innovation respectively and the Paper builds on this as it seeks to build “an Innovation Nation.” In a busy Paper, a number of proposals are put forward many of which will be brought together in an annual Innovation Report due out initially this autumn. Headline measures include a Higher level Skills Strategy, early sightings of which are already raising blood pressures; doubling the number of Knowledge Transfer Partnerships between business, HE and FE; the introduction of innovation vouchers, eventually 1,000 a year worth £3m to help small and medium businesses work with HE and FE; a new Specialisation and Innovation Fund for FE; a new Innovation Index due to be piloted in 2009; a new Innovation Research Centre; the creation of five new innovation platforms; and during 2008, an international innovation strategy.
The language, if not the aspiration, in both Papers is notably Brownite and suggests a keenness to push forward on many of the pet projects from his days at the Treasury and secure some big hits. Brown policy is beginning to take shape and ‘unlocking talent’ is a central feature of it.
As to general messages in the Budget for education planning, three stand out. First, that while the global economic buffeting continues for much of this year, the Chancellor wants to ensure we are better prepared for the future, “this Budget is about equipping Britain for the times ahead.” So Leitch and upskilling, welfare to work and employability, and ending child poverty and unlocking talent all received a number of mentions. Second, under UK economic growth, an important indicator when considering education and skills, the forecast is for slower growth, down from 3% last year to 1.75 – 2.25% this year, rising slightly to 2.25 – 2.75% next year and 2.75 – 3.0% in 2010. Thirdly, and another useful statistic for education planners – demography. Details are in para 2.76 of the full Report but the headlines are “UK population projected to increase from 60m today to 67m by 2020 and 72m by mid 2030s…the 85+ age group to triple over the next 30 years while the 0 – 15 and 16 – 54 age groups grow at a significantly lower rate.”
Particular measures for education and skills, including those announced at least a couple of time previously, include the following:
· Supporting and challenging under – attaining schools. A £200m package, though not new money, to bankroll a new National Challenge. A detailed strategy to follow from the DCSF in the summer but features to include expanding the Academy programme, creating new trusts and federations, parachuting heads into poorly performing schools and focusing on raising performance in GCSE A* - Cs including English and maths. The bad news for schools is that the target of ensuring that every school has more than 30% of its pupils achieving the 5 A* - C GCSE benchmark has been brought forward a year to 2011
· Science teachers. £10m over 5 years to support Project Enthuse, the Wellcome Trust Project supporting secondary science teachers

· Train to Gain. Confirmation of the increase in funding announced last year but also, if employer demand exceeds supply, “the Government will reassess the position.” This not elaborated on but worth noting
· Skills Accounts. These will be rolled out nationally from 2010 with £60m added to support Level 3 achievement. This switched money will support a range of activities including Apprentices, career changes and retraining
· Adult Careers Service. The new advancement service to be trialled over the next two years and fully operational from 2010/11. A DIUS Paper shortly

· Sainsbury Review. Range of activities under way to support science, technology and innovation as set out in last year’s Sainsbury Review. These include a new communications campaign around STEM subjects, a new innovation index and a new FE innovation fund

· FE. “For 2008/9, the minimum performance standards has been raised and the intention is to continue to raise it each year”
· National Skills Academies. 12 to be in place by the end of 2008

· Employer qualifications. 3 major employers accredited to award qualifications, 30 more with their training recognised, “DIUS to expand the scheme further over the next year”
· Welfare to Work. Confirmation of the 5 key principles for welfare reform and of the introduction later this year of the new “integrated and simplified” Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) to replace the current system of incapacity benefits. This to be accompanied by a new Work Capability Assessment from Oct 2008 focusing on “what a person can do in work, not what they cannot do” 
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Budget 2008. What’s in it for the world of education and skills?
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