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Save union learning 

On Tuesday 6 October, the TUC received a letter from the Department for Education saying 

that ministers have decided to end the Union Learning Fund from March 2021.  

In 2019–20, the ULF was worth £12m. It supported more than 200,000 learners in 

workplaces across England – both union members and non-members. This decision will 

effectively end union-brokered skills training, and will undermine key government skills and 

retraining priorities at a crucial moment for our economy. The TUC and unions believe this 

decision is counterproductive and must be reversed.  

What is union learning?  

The Union Learning Fund (ULF) was set up in 1998 to support trade unions to widen access 

to learning and training in workplaces. The fund supports workplace projects across 

England, and is coordinated by the TUC.  

Each year around 200,000 workers are supported into learning or training with union 

support through the ULF and the TUC. These learners undertake all sorts of job-relevant 

learning and training, including basic literacy and numeracy, ICT skills, apprenticeships and 

traineeships, vocational training, continuing professional development and many other 

informal and formal courses. 

At the heart of the model is the union learning rep – a trained worker who understands the 

workforce, the nature of the business and the skills gaps that exist. The union learning reps 

work with employers, with their own union and with unionlearn to broker access to relevant 

learning opportunities for workers in their workplaces. There are more than 44,000 union 

learning reps in England.  

And the model works: 37 per cent of union members regularly access workplace training 

compared to 22 per cent of non-members. Total training volumes are on average 19 per 

cent higher in unionised workplaces.  

The impact of union learning   

Union learning gets working people into skills training they would not otherwise have 

access to. That’s because union learning reps are trusted by their peers and by employers, 

and both employers and workers can see the benefits. And it is because all union learning is 

directly relevant to the workplace, tailored to the group of workers and supported by 

government funding.  
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Union learning reaches people that other DfE programmes do not reach. For example, take-

up of English and maths qualifications (up to level 2) by adults declined by around 30 per 

cent from 2010–11 to 2017–18 despite a fully funded government entitlement. In contrast, 

ULF-supported projects continually exceed their annual targets for these learners. 

There is an independent evaluation of the Union Learning Fund every two years. It was most 

recently evaluated by the University of Exeter in 2018. They spoke to 2,459 learners, and 

found:  

• Over two-thirds (68 per cent) of learners with no previous qualifications got a 

qualification.  

• 47 per cent of those with entry level or level 1 qualifications got a qualification at a 

higher level. 

• Four in five (80 per cent) said they had developed skills that they could transfer to a 

new job. 

• Two in three (62 per cent) said their new skills made them more effective in their 

current job. 

• One in five (19 per cent) said they had been promoted or given increased responsibility 

and one in 10 (11 per cent) got a pay rise.  

The 2018 independent evaluation found that union learning provided excellent value for 

money:  

• For every £1 spent on the Union Learning Fund, there is a return of £12.30: £7.60 to the 

worker, £4.70 to the employer. 

• The Union Learning Fund delivers an estimated net contribution to the economy of 

more than £1.4bn as a result of a boost to jobs, wages and productivity.  

• The return to the exchequer (through reduced spending on welfare benefits and other 

factors resulting from the boost to jobs and wages) is £3.57 for each £1 spent on the 

Union Learning Fund.  

• The £12m government funding levered in an additional £54m from employers, unions 

and training providers in 2019–20. 

Another independent evaluation by the University of Leeds in 2016 found positive 

outcomes for employers:  

• 53 per cent saw an increase in the number of employees gaining qualifications. 

• 77 per cent of employers said that union learning had a positive effect on their 

workplaces.  

• Over two-thirds (68 per cent) of employers said that unions could reach and inspire 

reluctant learners to engage in training.  

• Nearly half of employers (47 per cent) said their staff were more committed as a result 

of their engagement in union learning. 
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How union learning supports national skills and 

economic priorities  

This government has put reskilling workers at the heart of its economic recovery plans after 

the pandemic. In September 2020, the government announced a new fully funded 

entitlement to achieve a first level 3 qualification, delivered through the National Skills 

Fund.  

Union learning is ideally placed to support this aspiration, in three ways:  

• directly, through delivering relevant level 3 courses to workplace learners, which is 

already a core function of the Union Learning Fund and was assessed as highly effective 

by the 2018 independent evaluation  

• directly, through enabling those with basic skills to learn and develop, putting them in a 

position to progress to level 3 skills  

• indirectly, through union learning rep advocacy at an employer level for more learning 

opportunities and apprenticeships, and union support to individuals to overcome 

difficulties and complete their apprenticeships – as this example of the work of Usdaw 

learning reps at Tesco shows. 

Learners’ stories  

There are hundreds of examples of how the unique approach of union learning benefits 

workers, employers and local communities across England. Here are a few:  

Sue Mann, a bus driver at Blackpool Transport, left school with no qualifications. Having 

completed courses in English and maths and first aid, she is now working towards her level 

3 award. And as a Unite union learning rep she encourages other workers to get into 

training – with many taking up learning for the first time in years.   

Union learning plays a key role in getting learners who might not otherwise have 

considered skills development into learning – such as at Bright Blue Foods Ltd. Previous 

attempts to kickstart training had failed but union learning approaches saw ten per cent of 

the workforce commence English and maths courses, supported by food workers’ union 

BFAWU. Many older workers find it particularly daunting to re-enter the world of learning 

and skills - this project from Unite and Kirklees Council helped older learners get their 

GCSEs in English and maths.  

Union learning helps deliver on business priorities too – as in this example where the GMB 

and Portals Paper Mill have an agreement to deliver training in support of the company’s 

operations, as well as expanded a range of learning in other areas. Similarly, XPO Logistics 

and Community union’s project supporting ESOL learning for warehouse workers delivered 

business benefits for the company and helped workers get new skills and confidence.  

The Racing Centre learning centre in Newmarket, opened by Secretary of State for Health 

and Social Care, Matt Hancock MP, shows how ULF funded projects can support a wide 

range of learners and also act as a hub for the local community. 

https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/case-studies/christine-helps-tescos-apprentices-across-manchester
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/case-studies/christine-helps-tescos-apprentices-across-manchester
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/case-studies/sues-road-somewhere
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/case-studies/bakers-union-ensure-learning-sweet-cake-factory
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/case-studies/union-learning-reps-support-gcse-learners-kirklees
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/news/gmb-union-and-portals-security-papers-enter-learning-agreement
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/news/gmb-union-and-portals-security-papers-enter-learning-agreement
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/case-studies/esol-courses-help-xpo-staff-progress-work
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/case-studies/esol-courses-help-xpo-staff-progress-work
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/news/new-racing-centre-learning-facility-unveiled
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More about the Union Learning Fund  

Getting union members new skills has always been at the heart of trade unionism. Every 

year, unions fund training for 120,000 workplace and health and safety reps, who negotiate 

on pay, terms and conditions, make workplaces safe and represent individual members.  

The Union Learning Fund goes beyond union core services. It allows unions to get both 

members and non-members into workplace training and skills opportunities. The trust 

working people have in their unions means that unions can reach workers who would 

otherwise not get a second chance at learning. The relationships unions have with 

employers allows us to negotiate employer support and time off to train. The funding 

enables learners to access support through their workplaces, relevant to their work, and at a 

time and place convenient to them. And it enables unions and employers to lever in 

additional investment in skills.  

Successive governments of all parties have valued this role – and have supported the Union 

Learning Fund. As government funding, it is paid as a contract and is subject to stringent 

monitoring requirements. Union Learning Fund money can only be spent on the direct 

costs of getting working people into learning and skills training, and the associated costs of 

delivering this programme.  

Union Learning Fund money does not fund union reps’ training nor any of the other 

activities of trade unions, including unions’ political funds, which are legally separate to all 

other union income and expenditure.     

The TUC submits a monitoring return to the Department for Education every quarter. And 

every two years, the TUC is required to commission an independent evaluation – which in 

2018 was carried out by the University of Exeter and in 2016 by the University of Leeds.  

In 2019–20, the most recent full year of ULF funding, the programme exceeded its targets 

for priority learners (those at basic skills, levels 1 and 2, ESOL, apprenticeships and 

traineeships), reaching 98,127 learners. This represents 114 per cent of the target for the 

year, and includes 20,964 English learners (151 per cent of target), 16,772 maths learners 

(141 per cent of target) and 24,992 ICT learners (110 per cent of target). In addition, a 

further 108,526 learners participated in skills assessments, continuing professional 

development and further and higher education courses.  

In 2020-21, the TUC and unions responded rapidly to the pandemic. The new 

Learning@Home campaign promoted a range of online learning and training opportunities 

for furloughed workers, those needing to work from home and those made redundant. The 

campaign has had over 10,000 hits between April and September. As part of the campaign, 

unionlearn have also run a number of webinars across a wide range of topics such as 

tackling isolation, study skills and demystifying online learning. ULF projects adapted 

quickly to delivering online learning and training for workers during the pandemic and have 

actually surpassed the number of outcomes expected by government since the beginning 

of April. 

In recent years, no concerns have been raised with the TUC about the delivery of the Union 

Learning Fund or performance against its objectives. Indeed, the TUC (on behalf of the 
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union movement) was asked to be a key partner in the delivery of the National Retraining 

Scheme in 2018. 
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