
  
 

 
 

             

   
 

 

The great careers debate 
Summary of a public meeting on career guidance that took place on the 2n d  March 2021 

Key points of discussion 
The Career Development Policy Group held a public meeting on Tuesday 2nd March. The meeting was 

introduced by Jan Ellis (CDI) and chaired by Professor Tristram Hooley (University of Derby). It featured 

contributions from Peter Dowd MP (Labour), Baroness Humphreys (Liberal Democrats), Lord Lucas 

(Conservative) and Toby Perkins MP (Labour). It was attended by over 250 people from the career 

guidance profession, the wider education system and beyond.  

Key areas of discussion included: 

The need for career guidance 
Participants argued that career guidance was critical to an effective education and employment system. 

It has an important role to play in support of social mobility, social justice and expanding people’s 

horizons. Following the disruption of Covid and rising unemployment, the need for career guidance is 

likely to be greater than ever. 

Lifelong provision 
Career guidance needs to start early (in primary school) and then be available throughout the life 

course. It requires education institutions and employers to look beyond their immediate borders and 

think about the future flow of people and skills. Career guidance is part of the process of strengthening 

the bonds between education and employment.  

The importance of technical and vocational education 
There was agreement that there is a need to grow the volume and quality of technical and vocational 

education in England. Career guidance has an important role to play in this by providing individuals and 

their families with information and advice on these new routes. A key part of this is ensuring that the 

Baker clause is able to change the culture in schools.  

A fragmented system 
The current career guidance system is not working as well as it could. It is fragmented between multiple 

organisations and services. There is a need to increase coherence in the system, to ensure that high 

quality information is available to all, and to make the whole system more locally, regionally and 

sectorally responsive.  

Resourcing 
Many participants spoke about the need for sustained investment and resources to make career 

guidance work effectively.  

Professionalism 
Career guidance is a profession and this profession needs to be recognised as a key contributor to the 

education and employment system. A key element of this is ensuring that the salaries of careers 

professionals are fair and competitive.  



  
 

 
 

             

   
 

Introduction 
Following the launch of the governments ’white paper Skills for jobs: Lifelong learning for opportunity 

and growth, the Career Development Policy Group held a public meeting on Tuesday 2nd March. The 

meeting was introduced by Jan Ellis (CDI) and chaired by Professor Tristram Hooley (University of 

Derby). It featured contributions from Peter Dowd MP (Labour), Baroness Humphreys (Liberal 

Democrats), Lord Lucas (Conservative) and Toby Perkins MP (Labour). It was attended by over 250 

people from the career guidance profession, the wider education system and beyond.  

This note provides a brief summary of the contributions that were made.  

Jan Ellis 
Jan Ellis, CEO of the Career Development Institute welcomed participants to the meeting and 

introduced the Career Development Policy Group. The Group has been in existence for around a year 

and exists to draw together and co-ordinate lobbying and campaigning activities on careers education 

and guidance. The group is comprised of AGCAS, the Career Development Institute, Careers England, 

CRAC, the International Centre for Guidance Studies (iCeGS), University of Derby, the Fair Education 

Alliance and the Institute of Student Employers. 

Professor Tristram Hooley 
Tristram clarified that the focus of the meeting would be on careers education and guidance. This 

describes a wide range of activities designed to support individuals and groups to make effective 

transitions and to manage their careers. He also clarified that while the provision of career guidance is 

not the sole responsibility of government, in every country where career guidance is established the 

government plays a central role in setting strategy, providing funding and ensuring quality.  

He provided a brief overview of recent government policy and welcomed the statement by the 

Chancellor back in July that “the evidence says careers advice works, so we’ll fund it, with an additional 

£32 million to recruit careers advisers and provide bespoke advice and careers guidance for over a 

quarter of a million more people”. However, during the pandemic the recent progress that has been 

made on career guidance has stalled with many practitioners reporting that the situation has become 

increasingly difficult. This is particularly worrying as with unemployment rising, young people’s 

transitions to the labour market and further and higher education disrupted and the labour market in 

turmoil, career guidance is needed more than ever.  

Given this, Tristram suggested a number of key questions that government and the meeting should 

attend to.  

• How can we ensure that schools and colleges can continue to deliver high quality career 
education and guidance throughout the rest of the academic year, during the results period 
and into the next academic year?  

• How can young people be supported to join the labour market and develop their career once 
they leave education?  

• How can the support available to adults through the National Careers Service be scaled up to 
ensure that everyone who needs it can get help?  



  
 

 
 

             

   
 

• How can the coordination of the plethora of government careers, employment and retraining 
schemes be improved?  

Peter Dowd MP (Labour) 
Peter highlighted the current challenges that people are facing in their career due to Covid and growing 

unemployment. But he discussed the need for a proactive, regionally based response to these 

challenges, describing how the Liverpool city region was working together to talk positive action on 

skills and employment.  

Career guidance needs to be organised and delivered on a regional basis, with regions trusted to get on 

with the job. There are different needs across the country’s different regions and both policy makers 

and career guidance professionals need to recognise these regional and sectoral issues. It is important 

to look at and improve the continuity and coherence of career guidance provision alongside increasing 

the resourcing for the area.  

A recent Careers England report shows that around three quarters of schools feel that they do not have 

enough funding for careers. At present the resources are inadequate. While Rishi Sunak’s 

announcement around additional funding for careers is helpful it does not provide resources that can 

be used in the school system.  

The Skills for Jobs white paper increases the focus on employer involvement in the education and skills 

system. This is valuable, but there needs to be clear incentives to encourage employers to become 

involved.  

Finally, it is important to recognise the complexity of the contemporary labour market. Work and 

careers are increasingly non-linear and Covid has exacerbated this situation. Given this complexity it is 

increasingly important for people to have access to career guidance to support them to navigate the 

education system and the labour market. Given this it is a great shame that the government is cutting 

funding to the Union Learning Fund which provides careers and learning support to workers in their 

workplaces. This is an example of where we should be building on this rather than cutting back.  

Baroness Humphreys (Liberal Democrat) 
Baroness recalled that she was previously the head of careers in a secondary school and so has a 

personal involvement in the field. This is where she learnt the importance of career guidance being 

delivered by trained professionals. The Liberal Democrats have a longstanding commitment to the field.  

It is important to start early with careers education and guidance, highlighting that activities should 

begin in primary schools and be continued from the start of secondary school. As such they welcome 

the initiative in the white paper to extend the requirement for career guidance to be delivered down to 

year 7. It is also important to ensure the Baker clause, requiring schools to ensure that young people 

have access to information about technical and vocational education, is followed. It is also important to 

create opportunities for employers to get involved and increase their connections with schools.  

Career guidance is not just for young people, but needs to be lifelong as a part of a lifelong learning 

system. Given the likelihood of unemployment rising, she noted that many unemployed people will be 

looking for career guidance. At present there is unlikely to be enough support available. The provision 

offered by the DWP is unlikely to be sufficient. Career guidance can help people to make positive career 



  
 

 
 

             

   
 

moves and avoid ending up in dead-end jobs. The Liberal Democrats propose that adults over 25 should 

have access to £10,000 learning accounts that could include access to free careers advice. 

Tony Perkins MP (Labour) 
Toby stressed that career guidance is a profession which should be valued in its own right and not seen 

as a something that teachers do in a spare moment. It has a really fundamental role in our education 

system, supporting young people to look outside the immediate experiences. There were problems 

with career guidance provision before 2010 but the collapse of Connexions made things much worse. 

Career guidance is particularly important in supporting young people to understand and consider 

vocational and technical routes. It is far too easy for schools and teachers to focus on the higher 

education routes that they understand best. It is the job of the professional careers adviser to 

understand the full range of opportunity and advise young people accordingly.  

Careers guidance helps to raise aspirations and awareness of possibilities. It is important that young 

people have access to advice and opportunities for work experience in professional fields outside of 

their immediate field of vision. It is important that these opportunities are provided for everyone rather 

than being dependent on what young people can access through their parents.  

Career guidance needs to be part of a lifelong learning system and is an important part which helps 

people to develop their knowledge and skills. Career guidance needs to be available at all stages of the 

journey and particularly to support those who are harder to reach. A national website is not going to be 

the answer, it needs to be focused locally on individuals.  

Lord Lucas (Conservative) 
Lord Lucas argued that this is a moment of opportunity. The white paper signals that the government is 

interested in this area and both Gillian Keegan and Gavin Williamson are also commited to moving it 

forwards. Their decision to ask John Holman to review career guidance shows an intention to continue 

to improve provision and address issues of fragmentation. Over the next couple of years we are also 

expecting to see some new data sets emerge that will help us to understand careers even better.  

This is a great time to be in the business of career guidance. People will need careers advice for life. 

Careers advisers should seek to build long-term relationships with clients. The Career Development 

Institute should continue the process of professionalising the field further. The government want to be 

able to work with an organisation that can provide training and CPD for careers practitioners.  

There is a need to improve the coherence of the career guidance system so that support is more clearly 

available. Gillian Keegan is looking for career guidance to support people to be more flexible and help 

them to change jobs when they need to. This is part of a wider commitment to increased training and 

retraining for adults.  

Contributions from the audience 
The meeting included a lively chat feed which provided space for both questions and commentary. 

Participants strongly articulated the importance of career guidance in the current environment and 

discussed the evidence base that underpins this work. They also argued that career guidance needs to 

be lifelong and available to support people both whilst they are in education and beyond.  



  
 

 
 

             

   
 

They also reflected on the challenges of delivering high quality career guidance in the middle of the 

pandemic. However, frustrations were not confined to the experience of the last year with many 

articulating concerns about the way that career guidance is organised in the England. All too often the 

bureaucracy and funding regimes get in the way of providing high quality services. In many cases 

individuals find it more difficult to access career guidance because services are fragmented and 

unnecessarily complex. This leads to a postcode lottery where many people are unable to access the 

services that they need. The fragmentation is mirrored in Government policy: there are tensions and 

overlaps between DWP and DfE work streams. 

Participants reiterated the importance of recognising the professionalism of careers workers and 

argued that a key element of this recognition should be improving careers professionals’ salaries. 

Participants were looking for leadership from government to help to clarify the careers system and 

improve the way in which it operates. Inevitably this will require new resources to ensure that careers 

professionals are able to deliver high quality careers provision and make the system work effectively.  

 

 


