
1 
 

Call for evidence: Improving the curriculum and assessment system  
 
The CIPD is the professional body for HR and people development. The not-for-profit 
organisation champions better work and working lives and has been setting the benchmark 
for excellence in people and organisation development for more than 100 years.  
 
We have 160,000 members across all sectors and sizes of organisation. We provide thought 
leadership through independent research on the world of work and offer professional 
training and accreditation for those working in HR and learning and development.  
 
Public policy at the CIPD draws on our extensive research and thought leadership, 
practical advice, and guidance, along with the experience and expertise of our diverse 
membership, to inform and shape debate, government policy and legislation for the 
benefit of employees and employers. It also seeks to promote and improve best practice in 
people management and development and to represent the interests of our members.  
 
 
To the review panel for improving the curriculum and assessment system.  
 
We welcome both the call for evidence to improve the curriculum and assessment system 
as well as the ambition to provide a curriculum that ensures that “young people leave 
education prepared for life and work, equipped with the knowledge, skills and attributes 
they need to thrive”. While much of the consultation is out of our expertise, we are keen 
to ensure that we build on the progress that has been made so far to equip young people 
with the core essential, and transferable skills, that are critical to success in the 
workplace. 
 
The Skills Builder Universal Framework for Essential Skills provides the basis for developing 
essential skills whilst in education, training and employment. We see the review of the 
national curriculum and assessment as an opportunity for the Government to ensure that 
essential skills are embedded in education from early years through to 19. The essential 
skills: communication, creative problem-solving, interpersonal, and self-management skills 
are critical to preparing young people for their futures, both for work and for life. Doing 
so will ensure that learners develop crucial skills to help them make the transition from 
the classroom to the workplace, and progress in their later careers, as well as supporting 
their social and emotional wellbeing. 
 
The Essential Skills Taskforce 
 
In 2018, the CIPD convened a group of organisations including the CBI, The Careers & 
Enterprise Company (CEC), Business in the Community (BiTC), EY Foundation and the 
Gatsby Charitable Foundation to develop a Universal Framework for Essential Skills that 
would serve all audiences, including employers. The taskforce came together to develop a 
clear, measurable and authoritative framework that would define the assessment and 
development of essential skills - those highly transferable skills that everyone needs to do 
almost any job, which support the application of specialist knowledge and technical skills. 
 
Our analysis of previous efforts to define employability or essential skills revealed a 
striking consistency in the overarching themes they addressed. However, none of these 
attempts had achieved widespread impact. The primary challenge was that earlier 
approaches were not structured to function effectively across different contexts. They 
lacked a unified language and alignment that bridged the gap between education and 
employers. This misalignment affected both the understanding and delivery of skills—what 
employers sought and what education providers could teach and nurture effectively. 

https://www.skillsbuilder.org/universal-framework
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Following extensive desk-based research and consultation with employers, the Skills Builder 

Universal Framework was launched in 2020. The framework provides a common language of 
eight essential skills;  

• Listening: The receiving, retaining and processing of information or ideas.  

• Speaking: The oral transmission of information or ideas.  

• Problem Solving: The ability to find a solution to a situation or challenge.  

• Creativity: The use of imagination and the generation of new ideas. 

• Staying Positive: The ability to use tactics and strategies to overcome setbacks and 
achieve goals. 

• Aiming High: The ability to set clear, tangible goals and devise a robust route to 
achieving them. 

• Leadership: Supporting, encouraging and developing others to achieve a shared 
goal. 

• Teamwork: Working cooperatively with others towards achieving a shared goal. 
 
The universal framework is already being used extensively in schools and colleges across 

England, enabling young people to build these critical skills for work and life. Instead of 
developing a new set of standards, we encourage the Department for Education (DfE) to 
build upon the existing Skills Builder Universal Framework for Essential Skills. This 
established framework is already supported by employers, schools, colleges, and other 
providers. It serves as a developmental tool that facilitates progress in both education and 
employment. The Skills Builder Partnership unites over 700 organisations, they are 
currently active in 87% of secondary schools and colleges, and cumulatively, 1.46 million 
individuals have participated since 2008. 
 
How to build essential skills more effectively in education 
  
The starting point must be the curriculum, models of assessment and qualifications 
adopting the Universal Framework. The Universal Framework provides a practical and 
structured way to build and measure essential skills. Alongside adoption of the Universal 
Framework, we would like the review to adopt the features of effective curriculum and 
assessment design that schools and colleges across the partnership are employing 
successfully. These include: 
  

• Using precise language to distinguish between basic, technical and essential skills, 
and referring to specific skill steps rather than broad skills. For example: Speaking 
Step 7: ‘I speak engagingly by using facts and examples to support my points’, 
instead of a general ask on schools to improve learners' communication skills. 

• Setting clear age-related expectations, while enabling flexibility. The national 
curriculum should be clear about what the age-related expectations are of a 
student and what they should be able to demonstrate at specific points of their 
education.  

• Building essential skills across the curriculum: The national curriculum should 
encourage teachers to identify the skill steps to focus on for a particular year 
group or cohort and then look across the curriculum horizontally to identify 
opportunities where different skill steps can be taught, practised and secured for 
that year group or cohort. As a guide, teachers should be encouraged to identify 3-
5 opportunities across a year for each skill step. For example, by considering tone 
when delivering a presentation in history, or focusing on a particular problem-
solving strategy in science or geography. 

• Building essential skills through applied learning, careers education and workplace 
experience. Essential skills can be developed and reinforced through learners 

https://www.skillsbuilder.org/universal-framework
https://www.skillsbuilder.org/universal-framework
https://www.skillsbuilder.org/showcase
https://www.skillsbuilder.org/showcase
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applying their skills in real-world contexts, whether through group projects, 
workplace experience, or community engagement. Opportunities to apply skills in 
practical settings reinforces learners’ learning and helps them see the relevance 
beyond the classroom. 

• Regular and ongoing assessment: a variety of teacher-led and student-led models of 
assessment can support learners to reflect and progress. The review should build 
on and adopt existing, tried and tested approaches to assessing learners’ essential 
skills including class observation, portfolio building and scenario assessed tasks. 


