
 
 

2015 General Election  

Political parties’ public spending and education & skills policy proposals 
 

(As of 12 February 2015) 

Public spending 

The next Parliament will be dominated by the continued efforts to reduce the deficit. 

The Institute for Fiscal Studies has produced a useful infographic explaining each of the 

three main parties’ spending commitments thus far (Annex 2).  Annex 1 at the end of 

this document is a Venn diagram that suggests what issues may be in each of the three 

main parties’ manifestoes for the next General Election.  

 

A major part of AoC’s manifesto is to persuade politicians that the current ringfence 

protecting spending on schools (5 to 16 year olds) needs to be extended to those aged 

16 to 18. Below we set out each of the parties’ positions in relation to education 

spending. 

 

The Conservatives have pledged to continue with the current protections and have 

confirmed that the budget for 16 to 18-year-olds will not be included inside the 

ringfence and will thus be unprotected1.  

 

The Labour Party has confirmed they will extend the ringfence to the 16 to 18-year-

old education budget and will thus protect it. 

  

The Lib Dems have made a clear pledge that education spending will be protected 

from ‘cradle to college’, ie the ring fence would be extended post-16.2 

 

Education and skills policies 

Conservative Party 
The Conservatives have set out six key themes on which they will campaign: 

 

1. Ensuring hardworking families have the reward of a meaningful job and a decent 

standard of living.  

2. Helping people have the security of owning their own home and the financial 

independence to enjoy retirement.  

3. Making sure people who work hard and do the right thing can get on in life, with 

access to good services and a decent quality of life. 

                                                        
1
 http://www.theguardian.com/news/reality-check/2015/feb/02/david-cameron-education-speech-

schools-budget 
2
 http://www.libdems.org.uk/nick_clegg_speech_to_autumn_conference_2014  

http://www.theguardian.com/news/reality-check/2015/feb/02/david-cameron-education-speech-schools-budget
http://www.theguardian.com/news/reality-check/2015/feb/02/david-cameron-education-speech-schools-budget
http://www.libdems.org.uk/nick_clegg_speech_to_autumn_conference_2014
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4. Delivering a stable economy, where hardworking taxpayers aren't afraid of losing 

their job, their home or their savings 

5. Providing an education system that helps our children reach their potential and 

succeed in life  

6. Ensuring Britain stands even taller in the world, a stronger country, a prouder 

nation. 

 

Under the third theme, the Party includes a commitment to: 

 
 Oblige young people who are unemployed for six months to be in training or to 

work for their benefits – so that young people are always learning or earning and 

‘never just getting hand-outs’. 

 

Under the fifth theme, there is a commitment to: 

 

 Secure a good school for every child – so they can learn the skills and key subjects 

they need to succeed in life  

 Create three million apprenticeships by the end of the next Parliament – so young 

people can learn a trade and reach their full potential. 

 

The pledge regarding apprenticeships was first announced by the Prime Minister in his 

speech to the Conservative Party Conference in October 2014.3  

 

The influential ConservativeHome website has set out ideas which it wants to Tories to 

include in their manifesto. Amongst their proposals are the following: 

 

 Replace the current system of tuition fees and loans and replaced with a system in 

which graduates pay a commission to their university on their earnings for a fixed 

number of years and/or up to a fixed total amount. 

 The commission would only be payable on earnings above a pre-set threshold – 

corresponding to the additional earning power made possible by the training or 

education in question. 

 Unlike the current system in which money is received upfront regardless of 

outcome, institutions of further and higher education would thereby bear the risk 

for the financial value of the courses they offer. 

 The system would be administered through deposit accounts set up for the 

purpose – and the only involvement of the tax system would be to verify that 

income had been properly declared. 

                                                        
3
 http://press.conservatives.com/post/98882674910/david-cameron-speech-to-conservative-party  

http://press.conservatives.com/post/98882674910/david-cameron-speech-to-conservative-party
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 The enormous cost of underwriting student loans and providing other forms of 

support for the current system would be re-invested in the expansion and 

refinement of skills-based vocational education, with particular emphasis on access 

to in-work training and qualifications. 

 The process of devolving control over skills budgets to local decision-making bodies 

should be accelerated – so that all allocations are made on the basis of local 

knowledge of local economic needs. 

 In cities – and elsewhere – control of skills funding would be an integral part of the 

decentralisation of political power to elected mayors. 

 The ideal of academic excellence must be upheld for its own sake: in reforming the 

funding of higher and further education a portion of the savings should be used to 

endow a national system of scholarships for gifted students – especially those from 

disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Labour Party 
There are four proposals about which the Party have been clear in relation to skills: 

 

1. Labour will guarantee a real, paid, starter job to every 18 to 24 year old who has 

been claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance for more than a year, and for every adult aged 

25 and over who has been claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance for more than two years. 

These would be jobs people would be required to take, or else risk losing their 

benefits. We’ll pay for this with a tax on bank bonuses and by restricting pension 

tax relief for the wealthiest. 

2. Labour will build a new post-18 apprenticeship and vocational education system to 

drive up the number of quality apprenticeships. To help achieve this, we will give 

businesses more control over the funding and design of apprenticeships in 

exchange for increases in the quantity and quality of training. 

3. They will help create a new generation of skilled workers by ensuring that every 

large firm that wins a major contract from the Government must commit to 

providing apprenticeships and training young people for high-skilled jobs. 

4. They will ensure that every jobseeker is assessed for basic English, maths and IT 

skills. Anyone lacking basic skills would be offered training to improve their chances 

of finding a job – training that they would be required to take up or lose benefits. 

 

A pledge relating to apprenticeships was also announced in Ed Miliband’s speech to the 

2014 Labour Party Conference, where he said a Labour Government would, by 2025, 

ensure there are “as many young people leaving school or college to go on to an 

apprenticeship as currently go to university.”4 

 

                                                        
4
 http://www.labour.org.uk/blog/entry/2014-labour-conference-speech  

http://www.labour.org.uk/blog/entry/2014-labour-conference-speech
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In relation to education policy, Labour have pledged to: 

 

 Transform vocational education in our schools and colleges, with a new gold 

standard Technical Baccalaureate for 16 to 19-year-olds, with rigorous vocational 

qualifications, accredited by employers, a high quality work placement and English 

and maths to 18. 

 Introduce robust local oversight of all schools through new Directors of School 

Standards in every local area, responsible for intervening in underperforming 

schools so that standards are raised, and commissioning new schools transparently 

and fairly so that there is proper planning for new school places where they are 

needed. 

 Ensure that all teachers in all state schools become qualified and continue to build 

their skills, with more opportunities for high quality professional development, new 

career pathways and revalidation on a rolling basis. 

 

The Party have also pledged to introduce new Technical Degrees as the ‘pinnacle of a 

new vocational route’. 

 

Tristram Hunt, Shadow Education Secretary, has also confirmed on a number of 

occasions that Labour would being back AS Levels.5  

 

Liberal Democrats 
The Lib Dems produced their policy paper Learning for Life, Education and Skills from 

Upper Secondary to Lifelong Learning before their last Party Conference in September 

2014. The Working Group was led by Baroness Brinton, now Party President. Key 

policies included in the paper, which was accepted by Conference are as follows: 

 

Information, advice and guidance 

 An all age careers service throughout education from primary through to 

lifelong learning.  

 All those providing careers guidance accredited to bodies like Institute of 

Careers Guidance and qualified to an appropriate Matrix standard. 

 Ofsted should be required to comment on the efficacy of careers provision 

when inspecting schools and colleges. 

 Local authorities could broker information, advice and guidance services for 

schools (and have the same level of oversight over free schools and academies 

as maintained school) and schools and colleges should be encouraged to work 

together. 

 Young people should be given the right tools to track their own pathways.  

                                                        
5
 https://news.tes.co.uk/b/news/2014/04/19/as-levels-would-return-under-labour-but-exam-board-

warns-change-will-take-years.aspx  

https://news.tes.co.uk/b/news/2014/04/19/as-levels-would-return-under-labour-but-exam-board-warns-change-will-take-years.aspx
https://news.tes.co.uk/b/news/2014/04/19/as-levels-would-return-under-labour-but-exam-board-warns-change-will-take-years.aspx
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Literacy and numeracy to 18:  

 Support Wolf proposals that every young person should be expected to achieve 

a minimum of Level 2 in literacy and numeracy by age 18, each 16 year old will 

take GCSE English and maths and if they do not get a ‘C’ they will have to resit 

the exam or take other courses to help them achieve Level 2 literacy and 

numeracy qualifications. 

 Every young person would continue studying numeracy and literacy irrespective 

of level until 18. 

 

Unemployment should not be an option for 18-24 year olds 

 Aim that every young person aged 18-24 should be (i) in full time education – 

further and higher with adequate maintenance support, or (ii) in a sustainable 

job (with or without a wage support for the employer) and ideally in an 

apprenticeship or (iii) in a structured job search with work placements or 

mandatory skills training in return for an allowance. 

 Funds from BIS, DWP, MoJ, DCLG and the Youth Justice System (in due course) 

should be combined to form a single funding agency. 

 Provision should be provided locally and give good options in training, 

employment and support. 

 

Expanding apprenticeships and traineeships 

 Classroom based pre-apprenticeships from 14. 

 Endorse Richard Review proposals of having apprenticeships set and led by 

employers with a focus on SMEs 

 Support the introduction of financial incentives to encourage employers to take 

on 16-17 year old apprentices in small firms as in the Youth Contract. 

 Focus on adult apprenticeship funding for 18-24 year olds and employers taking 

on a certain number of adult apprentices as a proportion of the total value of 

large scale public contracts. 

 Develop a UCAS style apprenticeships admissions system. 

 

A flexible 14-18 qualifications framework 

 Propose a flexible system (as in the Dutch system) in which the individual can 

move sideways and across as well as climbing upwards. 

 This would remove the divide between vocational and academic and encourage 

students to keep their studies broad and not too narrow. 

 

Raising student numbers in universities:  

 With an expansion in Foundation Degrees in STEM subjects and more credit 

accumulation and transfer (CAT) so more students can study part time.   

 Propose a review of the student finance system in the next Parliament (but to 

maintain it now as cutting the fee cap and the graduate tax are not viable)  

 Merging HEFCE, QAA, OFFA and OIA to form a single HE Council. 
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Pupil Premium, transport and free school meals 

 Any eligible student in receipt of free school meals should be able to carry the 

Pupil Premium or ‘Student Premium’ through to 14-18 education whether 

staying on at school or moving between schools and FE colleges at 14 or 16. As 

with schools, colleges would need to demonstrate how this money was being 

used to Ofsted. 

 Creating a new entitlement to subsidised or free travel for 16 to 18 year olds in 

receipt of the student premium (i.e. free meal students) and starting a full time 

course before 18. 

 

Other points worth noting: 

 A cross party Commission should be established to review the funding of re-

skilling and lifelong learning and to report before the end of the next 

Parliament. 

 Removing international students from net migration figures. 

 Recognising employer efforts and encouraging employers to invest more in 

skills. 

 

Green Party 
Further Education 

 The Green Party believes that further education colleges should be publicly owned 

by local authorities and funded at the same rate as secondary schools and be 

subject to the same requirements as schools regarding sustainability, 

environmental education and health. 

 Further education will be accessible to people of all ages and offer a wide range of 

practical, vocational and academic courses and qualifications.  

 

Adult/lifelong learning: 

 Scrap university tuition fees. 

 There should be funded opportunities to study at any level at any stage of life. This 

is essential for the 21st century; it may be done increasingly on-line, but with local 

centres for study support groups and face-to-face meetings with tutors.  

 To promote accessibility it will be provided in town centres rather than in out of 

town universities where possible. 

 There will be a minimum requirement to provide free education for adults to learn 

essential literacy, numeracy and life skills including parenting programmes, and to 

acquire skills and qualifications which will help them directly gain employment. This 

will include provision for distance and e-learning, following models such as that of 

the Open University. 
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 Adult education should embrace and encourage learning for learning’s sake and as 

such funding for additional courses will be decided at a local level, without it having 

to be target-driven and focused only on qualifications. 

 

Schools 

 Protect the pay, conditions and status of professionals in health and education – 

cutting back on their paperwork and freeing them to do their jobs. 

 Bring free schools and academies under local authority control and build the next 

generation of high quality local comprehensive schools. 

 ‘Let teachers teach’ – abolish the remaining SATS tests, and give schools and 

teachers more freedom over the curriculum they teach. 

 Provide a full half day a week of inviting physical activity for every child, and at least 

one day a year learning in the natural environment. 

 Provide free school meals for all – with locally sourced or fair-trade produce. 

 Introduce children to renewable technologies at school by ensuring that most 

schools get the bulk of their energy from on-site renewable sources. 

 Where parents choose to educate their children at home this would be supported 

by local authorities. 

 

UKIP  
Secondary 

 A grammar school in every town.  

 That should be only one exam board for GCSEs and one for A Levels offering one 

course for the relevant subject. This would end the option for schools to choose the 

easiest syllabus available. 

 Every child is different and one-size fits all does not work. Some are good at 

academia and some with their hands. UKIP will introduce an apprenticeship 

qualification option to take the place of four GCSEs and be carried on to A-Level. 

 The party will reverse the trend to shut special schools. 

 To prevent a repeat of operation Trojan Horse, UKIP would ensure that an OFSTED 

investigation would take place if 25% of parents and governors signed a petition 

expressing concern. 

  

Higher Education 

 Scrap the target of 50% of school leavers going to university. 

 Scrap tuition fees for able students pursuing courses in the sciences, technology, 

maths or medicine 

 Charge the 70,000 university students from the EU the same amount in tuition fees 

as foreign students from non-EU countries, raising £600million per year. 
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 Scrap ‘nonsensical’ university courses. It’s hard to see how a UKIP government could 

actually do this. Evidently they don’t intend to make universities independent 

charities any more, as they did in 2010 – presumably they now plan to take direct 

managerial control. The only other way to dictate course content would be to ban 

people from getting student loans to do courses a UKIP Education Secretary deems 

nonsensical. Either route involves a lot more centralised government than UKIP 

tend to claim they want. 

 

UKIP have also said they would conduct a skills review to ‘better inform the education 

system and qualifications’. 
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Earn or learn scheme 

     

 Teachers don’t need to be 

qualified 

 

Loans extension to 19+ 
      

New role for local  

authorities –’middle tier’ 

Focus on raising vocational 

standards  

Institutes of technical  

Education, technical degrees 

Return to AS Levels 

All teachers (school &  

college) to be qualified 

CONSERVATIVES 

LIB DEM 

 

Greater employer control 

of skills (including ££) 
 

Increase apprenticeships 

 

 

Literacy/numeracy until 18 

Devolution 

LABOUR 

  
 Discounted transport for young people 

aged 16-21 
Protect education budget to 19 

Careers advice 
Increase higher apprenticeships 

Introduce lifelong learning accounts 

 
Careers advice 
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