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Lifelong Education Commission 

Phillip Blond, Director, ResPublica 

Hello everybody, good afternoon and welcome to another of ResPublica’s Lifelong Education 
Commission events. We have Secretary of State Michael Gove with us being interviewed by 
our Chair Chris Skidmore MP. Our Lifelong Education Commission was basically set up as Chris 
and I had many discussions about skills, and we think it’s absolutely crucial to levelling up so 
it’s wonderful to have the minister here with us today. The relationship between the Skills 
Bill, going through Parliament as we speak and just about to exit Parliament, and the Levelling 
Up White Paper is really central to our discussions. The aspect of skills is mentioned in the 
Levelling Up White Paper with ambitions to reach level 3 and beyond but the really 
interesting question that I know Chris will raise is whether the lifelong loan entitlement 
beyond level 3 is actually enough to persuade people in left behind areas to take on debt and 
push themselves further up the educational ladder. And also, whether British employers, 
who we know spend less on skills and training than many of our international competitors, 
whether they are in the position, or whether we have the right set of incentives to ensure 
they do that. So, without further ado I would like to pass it over to our Chair who will open 
the conversation with the Secretary of State. Thank you all for joining us.  

Chris Skidmore MP 

Thank you, Phillip, and thank you Michael for joining us in this event for the Lifelong 
Education Commission. We began our work last February and have published two reports 
now, including one specifically on a place-based approach to Levelling Up Skills with 
Doncaster Council. And we have two reports with both Salford and Staffordshire coming up 
shortly. But thank you so much Michael, I’ll ask the first question. The Levelling Up White 
Paper identified skills as one of the 12 missions that you’ve set out in this new document and 
I just wanted to ask you, you’ve had vast experience across a number of departments in your 
time as a cabinet minister including obviously as Education Minister, how do you think you 
can achieve it where we’ve probably, to be honest with ourselves, failed in the past in actually 
being able to address some of these deeply embedded inequalities within skills across the 
country and what will this mission looks like in terms of its timescale and its delivery?  

Michael Gove MP 

Well thank you very much Chris. Two things that I just wanted to say at the beginning. I’m so 
pleased Chris that you are leading this work, I’m sure everyone on the call appreciates what 
a brilliant and original thinker on education Chris is and when I was Education Secretary, Chris 
was influencing my work from the back benches and then in Government. Most of the good 
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things we did, Chris was responsible for helping to conceive. All the bad things he probably 
warned me against. But I’m also pleased that Phillip Blond is leading this work. ResPublica 
does amazing work across a range of issues and in particular ResPublica is often in advance 
of Government and other think tanks in identifying those issues which have been either 
neglected or Cinderella subjects whose salience needs to rise, if we’re to achieve what we 
want to as a country. So again, huge thanks to Phillip for that.  The skills landscape is as you 
quite rightly point out Chris where some of the broader economic inequalities that we have 
drawn attention to in the Levelling Up White Paper are seen most vividly and there are a 
range of interventions that we need to make ends meet. There are some prior questions that 
we have to ask. So, one of the first questions is, what are the incentives? Is it the case that 
we are the right incentives for further education colleges and other providers? To provide 
the courses which employers want and which the young people and indeed all adults will 
need in order to set themselves for a changing world of work. So, one of the first questions 
is are we in a position where we have the right funding model and the right incentives for 
appropriate courses? The next related questions of course is the extent to which through 
Local Skills Improvement Plans, we are correctly identifying gaps in the labour market and 
correctly deploying the local knowledge that employers, those in local government and 
others will have. And that is a work in progress.  The third thing again as both you and Phillip 
mentioned is making sure that we can make it easier for employers themselves to provide 
training whether through apprenticeships or through other means to ensure that they are 
playing their part in equipping the workforce of the future. And again, one of the things we 
have to look to are the barriers to offering apprenticeships and the way in which the 
apprenticeship levy works and doesn’t work in order to ensure that we have a proper 
pipeline. Not just larger companies but also small and medium sized enterprises in the supply 
chain benefiting from that. And the other thing that I mentioned is that we need also to 
recognise that there are already some very successful institutions from which we can learn. 
But as part of levelling up it’s not just a recognition of where gaps are it’s also a recognition 
of where success exists and the identification of that success and the way in which we can 
clone and emulate what is successful about institutions. All of that is part of it, as indeed is 
the potential creation of new universities as well. And in that regard, some of the work that 
Jesse Norman has been leading on, how we can use the freedoms in the university’s 
legislation that you Chris, and Joe Johnson introduced. Thinking about that is also critical to 
levelling up because again, we know that access to not just level 3 skills, but also higher 
education is vital to providing economic opportunity in those areas where it is being less 
present. 
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Chris Skidmore MP 

Thank you very much. Actually, on the point about universities, one of our Commissioners, 
Johnny Rich, asked if I could put a question to you about the specific role universities can play 
in levelling up and how we balance university autonomy with trying to engage universities in 
some of the missions that you’ve set out in the White Paper. And then in terms of 
encouraging the foundation of new universities, would you like to see new universities in 
places like Doncaster, Wigan and Grimsby perhaps?  

Michael Gove MP 

I would yes, I am one of those people who believes that we can still further expand the 
number of students in higher education but allied to that as Michelle Donelan and Nadine 
have also been pointing out, a better appreciation - respecting university autonomy - of the 
sorts of course which guarantees students greater chances of employment and which are by 
definition more in demand across the economy. And again, it’s not for the government to 
pick winners but what we should be doing is encouraging both universities to respond and 
students to respond to the information that we can provide about value for money and 
employability of particular courses but yes, I do think increasing and widening participation 
in higher education is a critical part of what we want to do. More broadly I’ve found that 
there is a huge appetite from higher education leaders to engage in all of these debates. So, 
and it’s across the United Kingdom not just England, talking to the vice chancellors and 
principals, they are very keen to ensure that they can recruit from or select from the broadest 
possible pool of students. And in particular they are also very, very interested in the increased 
research and development funding that the government has made available and thinking 
hard about how they can make a case for that R&D funding being routed through their 
institutions in order to reinforce the economic prospects of their area. So, whether it’s in 
Manchester - think about the future materials technology - or in Newcastle - thinking about 
life sciences - there’s a recognition that excellence in the quality of the courses offered, 
combined with excellence in research can help to create the high paying jobs around that 
university, or within that city, that create a virtuous circle. 

Chris Skidmore MP 

To come on to funding which you mentioned in your opening remarks, obviously there’s been 
clamour for the Department of Levelling Up to try to create a unified funding mechanism. 
Obviously in the past there’s been lots of small pots. I think we just mentioned another pot 
for R&D and other pots proliferated around various departments. Have you been thinking 
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about how to create some kind of single, joined up levelling up fund or at least a signposting 
mechanism which local authorities or mayoral authorities can actually tap into?  

Michael Gove MP 

I’ve at least two things to say. The first is that I think it’s helpful to have a balance between 
some funds or some projects where local institutions compete. But I think that the landscape 
at the moment has too many funds for which people are competing which means that there’s 
a duplication of process of applications being entered and some local institutions simply 
don’t have the capacity to jump through all of those hoops. But there does need to be some. 
And you know the Heseltinian Principle of competitive allocation of funding. I think is a good 
one because it does encourage innovation and we can learn from the best. But I think you’re 
also right there needs to be more of a role for formula-based allocations and for clarity about 
the basis on which that money will come and for local authority areas to be able to have 
come certainty about that funding and then deploy it more effectively themselves. Once of 
the things we’re trying to do particularly with mayoral combined authorities is give them 
greater certainty over new powers and the funding that goes with it so that they can then 
mix and match or switch as appropriate, given local priorities. So, we’ve already seen how 
devolving adult education funding to Greater Manchester and the West Midlands has bought 
benefits and we’re in negotiation with Andy Burnham and Andy Street about how we can 
potentially route more funding including schools funding directly through their hands. 

Chris Skidmore MP 

Talking about those mayoral authorities and I remember being in Government - when it was 
the Osbourne revolution - and looking at these big cities and the northern powerhouse. And 
obviously, it worked around city areas, but then the tide receded and stopped when we 
looked to try and create any form or other mayoral areas around a single geographic location. 
A big takeaway for skills from the levelling up white paper is to look at the new forms of 
governance for future devolution models. Do you see the ability for further skills devolution? 
To route it either through the existing system or through Governors - potentially for the other 
outlying areas that have yet to have local devolution? Or the pooling of skills, that they are 
given the same powers as Andy Burnham? How do you think this will work and how will we 
deliver accountability?  

Michael Gove MP 

Well, I think that that we can have a waterfall of devolution. So, I think that we can have the 
existing mayoral combined authorities having more powers in this space and at the same 
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time more geographical areas, acquiring more power.  In our Levelling Up White Paper we 
have a typology of devolution so that you know the top level of devolution is having a mayor 
or equivalent and if people in a particular area don’t like the term mayor because they think 
of it as principally urban then again, it will be for that local community to decide what a 
directly elected government figure might be called. Governor is one of the terms that’s been 
considered and its certainly the case that in the negotiations that our friend Neil O’Brien is 
leading. There’s been an interest from East Yorkshire and Hull in moving in that direction.  
Interest potentially from Cornwall and Norfolk. Now again, we don’t want to impose a 
prescribed model in most parts of the country, that don’t want it, but it’s been encouraging 
to see the level of interest in that.  I should also say that Local Government reorganisation in 
Cumbria will result in two new unitary authorities, one of which will be similar to the old 
Cumberland County, one of which will be Westmoreland, essentially with Barrow in Furness.  
But its already the case that Local Government leaders are thinking about having a single 
Mayor or Governor for that combined authority. And precisely as we’ve done already with 
the two Andy’s we would envisage that there would be a greater role for skills funding among 
the range of powers that would be devolved. And again, I think that in terms of accountability 
overall, we also need, and this is something we’ve been given thought to, we also need to 
have better data that allows voters, local politicians and central government to have visibility 
on how well different parts of the country are performing against particular criteria.  As well 
as using the Office of National Statistics sub national data work to improve data gathering, 
we’re also thinking about other accountability frameworks as well in order to be able to have 
meaningful judgements that voters and citizens can use. 

Chris Skidmore MP 

In terms of this expression of interest, this bottom-up approach, you mentioned Neil O’Brien 
working with local areas, does that not risk compounding some inequalities because some of 
those areas want to go further fastest. Some of the more intractable areas may not want to 
work at the centre with delivering on their skills needs. And so, I guess what I wanted to ask 
was obviously you’ve got this Schools White Paper out today and I think we first started 
working together 15 years ago on looking at creating academy models that could be 
expanded across the country.  That again, was a bottom-up process and now we’ve seen 
phase two where all schools are now going to be potentially academies in the White Paper, 
what do you think in terms of skills? Do we not run the risk, as with academies, of allowing 
so many areas to help improve local skills provision? How can we make sure we take every 
area from the start?  
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Michael Gove MP 

Yes, I think you’re absolutely right Chris, there are risks.  My own view is that in a huge range 
of areas, more devolution and clearer accountability with local political leadership that 
people can hold to certain measurement and ambitions.  But it’s also the case that we can’t 
simply leave it to devolution, so one of the things that we’re doing is identifying some areas.  
Blackpool is one which have a specific and discrete set of problems. And the Government has 
a plan to recruit levelling of directors who will be single points of contact for all Government 
services for local areas in order to see what more can be done in order to improve, and it will 
be the case that will never achieve uniformity.  But what we’re doing is attempting to 
encourage devolution in those areas where there is the greatest potential for local political 
leadership to affect beneficial change, but also in those areas where devolution isn’t 
proceeding apace identifying some of those areas in need of support. And as I say, Blackpool 
is one but also Northeast Lincolnshire, Grimsby and Cleethorpes is another.  

Chris Skidmore MP 

Your department is effectively, a new department or at least an old department with an 
expanded remit. Levelling up as a concept is very much like net zero, it’s across every single 
Whitehall department.  One of our Commissioners Dave Phoenix has asked how is the 
department for levelling up ensuring you have appropriate joint working, and would it benefit 
from any additional governance structures, be they formal or informal to make sure we don’t 
have any duplication or indeed contradiction?  

Michael Gove MP 

Yes, we can always do better. But I think one of the things that has been great is that in the 
run up to the levelling up white paper, the department for education was one of the most 
ambitious in its thinking about setting itself and the country, appropriate education and 
school missions.  Within Government, we have a cabinet committee that looks at each of the 
individual strands of policy from different government departments that are related to 
levelling up and to our missions. So, prior to the publication of the education white paper the 
team presented to the other cabinet ministers, what the outline of it was, and was able to 
take on board some of the suggestions, particularly from DWP. Similarly, we’re going to have 
to have a health disparities white paper, which will come to the cabinet subcommittee to 
look at how it operates. The levelling up directors who I’ve mentioned even though there’ll 
be recruited by my department are intended to be working across every issue and the main 
headline element so far in the school’s white paper, the commitment to getting 90% of 
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students in primary to the accepted level in Key Stage two that was something that grew out 
of the mission architecture of the levelling of White Paper. 

Chris Skidmore MP 

Looking back at school standards as an example of what we might do for the future.  The 
work on the London Challenge was highly influential in levelling up within London itself and 
we have a question from Diana Beech who is Chief Executive of the London Higher Network 
of Universities asking about how we ensure that London is not excluded from this moment? 
How can London, and areas in the south which may not traditionally of the levelling up 
mission helped to use their networks to benefit the whole country? Have you thought about 
making sure it’s not just a north/south divide here that’s being address that actually places 
like London higher that can come and help level up elsewhere in the country?  

Michael Gove MP 

England is almost unique in Europe among developed nations in having schools in the capital, 
outperforming schools and the rest of the country wasn’t always so as you quite rightly point 
out. London schools used to lag the rest of England but thanks for the work that began under 
Andrew Adonis we’re now in a position where they outperform and we can learn a lot from 
the mix of factors the matching of high performing and underperforming schools that was in 
the essence of the London Challenge, the deployment of strong multi academy trusts.  All of 
these are lessons that can be adopted elsewhere. But it’s also the case that the higher 
education sector in London has done a fantastic job in particular at widening participation 
both in class socio economic terms but also when it comes to having more students from 
black and minority backgrounds and I think looking at the techniques and strategies that have 
been used by London’s schools, colleges and universities, there is a lot that we can learn 
about deploying those techniques breaking down some of those barriers elsewhere in the 
UK. 

Chris Skidmore MP 

I have a question from Jonathan Lex about coastal towns, now obviously this has been a 
government preoccupation for a number of years I think I remember there being some kind 
of coastal minister as anyone who’s worked so far or do you see sort of coastal towns as 
being sort of a particular subset of a problem with levelling up and how to address some of 
those sort of stubborn challenges where there aren’t employment opportunities there may 
be in some of the bigger cities? 



 

8 
 

Lifelong Education Commission 

Michael Gove MP 

Yes, you’re absolutely right.  There are particular challenges that coastal communities face. 
The traditional economic model that used to sustain them two or three generations ago has 
been under assault, So, whether it’s fishing or tourism. There are coastal communities that I 
have mentioned Blackpool and Grimsby earlier, have had a difficult time and again by 
definition it’s a simple fact of geography in a coastal community you have 180 rather than 
360 degrees of potential you know commercial activity focused on you so we are looking at 
what we can do to particularly help coastal communities.  Each coastal community you can 
see all the common problems but there are also problems specific to them like housing in 
Blackpool, historic educational under achievement is a problem in Grimsby, health problems 
are particular in Teesside. So we are seeking to tailor interventions in order to help local 
communities. But the other thing is coastal communities are also some of the most capable 
of having a culture led regeneration so if I looked and it’s been happening in Margate with 
Tracey Emin, the Tate and other support that’s been remarkable.  It’s also changed the nature 
of the town so that you had an influx of younger and aspirational citizens alongside the 
existing population, which has created an extra level of buzz and dynamism.  Now the market 
model won’t work everywhere but it does have certain lessons to teach. 

Chris Skidmore MP 

Come back to a point that Phillip Blond made at the very beginning, perhaps the sort of nearly 
thing of closing, got to go to cabinet for two o’clock. Michael, this question of funding and 
particularly around retraining and rescaling and its’ a real priority for the Lifelong Education 
Commission here was actually to understand that for those mature learners, those part time 
learner, loan finance really isn’t going to work to be able to help level up.  You know, they’ve 
got so many other commitments and I think if we’re honest with each other here, you know, 
going back 13 years we got rid of the sort of grant mechanism for part time mature learners 
replaced it with loans and then the applications fell off a cliff because people couldn’t cope 
with the additional load on top of a mortgage or whatever sort of life requirements that have 
been already thrown at them.  Do you think there’s any opportunity for additional funding 
on top of what’s being offered by the DFE potentially for those at people in disadvantaged 
areas to receive funding to be able to get them up to a level three, just get a better sense of 
if we’re going to look at levelling up, any retraining opportunities beyond that, what’s being 
offered by the Department of Education?  
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Michael Gove MP 

I think hopefully positive devolution will mean the more efficient spending of the money that 
we already have in adult education. It is the case that the Treasury have devoted an 
additional £500 million to adult numeracy which is a very specific problem but it’s a specific 
additional tranche through the multiply programme.  So, these are both good things, but I 
think we do need to keep under review, particularly given the type and nature of the world 
economy throughout people’s lifetimes. We do need to think about ways in which we can 
make sure that funding is available in a smart way and we also need to think about ways in 
which we can incentivize businesses themselves by doing a lot already, but as you and Phillip 
mentioned earlier, relative to some of our competitors and neighbours more could become 
the key questions is what are the barriers we may have to set up in terms of regulation or 
the way in which levies operate and what are the incentives that we can create for more 
effective spend. 

Chris Skidmore MP 

Just to finish up. When it comes to institutions, I know your very keen on Gramsci’s theories 
and the march of institutions, how do we incentivize institutions to take action particularly 
independent institutes like higher education, if we want to create universities do we let 1000 
flowers bloom, or should there be a central dictate or plan? 

Michael Gove MP 

It’s a mixture, I think that you have national ambitions, national missions, but also you want 
to encourage local institutions and that’s why I mentioned Jesse Norman’s proposal for a new 
university based in Herefordshire. It is of a unique kind, but it is an effort to ensure that using 
the architecture that was created by you and Joe Johnson, that more institutions can respond 
to the overall national missions that we set up.  

Chris Skidmore MP 

Thank you so much, I want to say, this is your life, but this is your brief. Enjoy and I wish you 
all success and I hope the Commission can help contribute to your future thinking as the 
White Paper becomes future legislation. Thank you very much,  
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Michael Gove MP 

Thank you, Chris. It certainly will. And thank you to Phillip and thank you to everyone on the 
call. 

ENDS 


