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“Building Our Industrial Strategy” 
A response from AELP 

 
 
Introduction  
The Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) represents the 
interests of a range of organisations delivering vocational learning and employment 
and employability support. The majority of our 800+ member organisations are 
independent providers (from both the private and third sectors) holding contracts 
with the Skills Funding Agency (SFA) for Apprenticeship and non- Apprenticeship 
(adult skills budget) provision, with many also delivering programmes for the 
Department for Education (Education Funding Agency) and Department of Work 
and Pensions (DWP). Whilst AELP has England as its primary remit, many of our 
members are involved in the delivery of employment and skills programmes in the 
devolved nations and work with employers who operate throughout the United 
Kingdom. In addition to these we have a number of colleges in membership, as well 
as non-delivery organisations such as awarding organisations as Associate 
Members, which means that AELP offers a well rounded and comprehensive 
perspective and insight on matters relating to its remit. 
 

Enquiries relating to this response should in the first instance be directed to: 
 

 
Paul Warner 

Director of Research and Development 
E: pwarner@aelp.org.uk  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:pwarner@aelp.org.uk
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Summary 
 

1. English and maths skills are fundamental to learning. All provision should 
take account of them in order to enhance general skill levels and drive 
productivity. 

2. The compulsory GCSE resit policy is not achieving its objectives and 
through the logistical strain it is imposing on FE, is possibly impeding 
progress in other areas of learning delivery. This policy should be dropped 
immediately. 

3. Equivalences to GCSEs such as Functional Skills must be recognised as 
such by both government and employers 

4. Funding levels for maths and English both within and without 
Apprenticeships should be reviewed and equalised in line with costs of 
delivery. 

5. There should be a coherent national strategy for the delivery of English and 
maths that properly identifies national needs, reviews funding and ensures 
the capacity to deliver what is needed. 

6. Good digital skills are vital to ensure the workforce remains aligned with the 
growing dependence on technology 

7. There are a variety of existing models of provision that perform the function 
of a Transition year without the need to develop something new. The 
Industrial Strategy should ensure efficiency in the development of existing 
streams of learning rather than encouraging the development of new ones 
for their own sake.  

8. It is therefore vital that the government now commits to proper funding of 
Traineeship provision to allow this strand of provision to get traction, grow 
and develop in the way that is needed. 

9. AELP support the concept of an overarching strategy for post-16 skills, but is not 
currently convinced that the proposal for 15 occupational routeways is sufficiently 
responsive or future-proofed to be suitable for the needs of our economy going 
forward. 

10. The technical education system must provide freedom of movement between 
academic and vocational learning routes at any time, according to the needs of the 
learners and employers. 

11. The introduction of Institutes of Technology is a generally a welcome  development, 
but forms of governance should not be a consideration in assessing bids for them – 
this must concentrate on the quality of what is being offered and its relevance to 
local need. 

12. Any standardised application process for Apprentices must be careful to 
accommodate the individual needs of employers. 

13. Any such application process should be available for all types of learning providers 
to utilise. 

14. If the Industrial Strategy is serious about wanting to enable the learning and skills 
sector as a whole to leverage its impact on productivity then it must cease to 
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articulate its vision in institutional terms – or, if there is actually a deliberate strategy 
to build the capacity of the College sector and not that of the independent sector, 
(which is not a policy we would in any way accept) then this should be plainly 
stated.  

15. LEPs remain best placed in principle to identify local skills needs and to manage 
the communication and interpretation of labour market information at a local level, 
providing they have the resource and capability to do so. 

16. Devolution policies must be careful not to compromise or lose the advantages of 
multi-region economies of scale. 

17. There is a clear need for an overall national careers/IAG strategy within which local 
areas can tailor their particular offers. 

18. The Institute for Apprenticeships support employers to develop ambitious plans for 
good quality standards, not least in sectors where there is evidence of skills gaps 
and that are priorities for the industrial strategy. However this should take into 
account the views of the wider sector, meaning that provision is employer-led, not 
employer-dominated. 

19. There is a danger that the almost overbearing pre-eminence being given to the 
Apprenticeship agenda will end up limiting choice for learners and innovation 
amongst providers. 

20. The further education system must be flexible and responsive enough to keep pace 
with developments in technology, both in terms of how learning is delivered and 
what learning is delivered. 

21. Consideration should be given to both expanding the 19+ Adult Loans catalogue, 
and lifting the suspension of applications from new providers to deliver loans-
funded technical skills programmes. 

22. The timetables for processing applications to the Register of Apprenticeship training 
Providers, and for procurement of funding for delivery to non-levied employers, 
have been too compressed, and driven by political expediency whilst not properly 
taking into account business need.  

23. Such significant future periods of transition need to planned and deployed in a 
much more coherent manner in order to avoid destabilising the marketplace which 
will be responsible for delivering the skills agenda for the UK 

24. We support open and competitive tendering for all to drive efficiency and quality, 
free of institutional protectionism, which will ultimately provide the best value for 
money for the taxpayer. 

25. The creation of the DIT is welcomed and they have shown a willingness to engage 
with smaller providers seeking export opportunities. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



5 

 

Response 
 
Q1-9 

No comment 

 

Q10. 

What more can we do to improve basic skills? How can we make a success of the 
new transition year? Should we change the way that those resitting basic 
qualifications study, to focus more on basic skills excellence? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AELP believe that English and maths are fundamental cornerstones of all learning, and 
that all provision must take account of the need to build and progress these skills in every 
individual in order to optimise their own life chances, but also to enhance the general level 
of skill and productivity in the economy as a whole. Alongside English and maths, the 
emergence of the need for good digital skills are vital to ensure the workforce remains 
aligned with the growing dependence on technology and also how to use it effectively to 
improve both lives and increase productivity in the UK economy. 

• English and maths skills are fundamental to learning. All provision should take 
account of them in order to enhance general skill levels and drive productivity. 

• The compulsory GCSE resit policy is not achieving its objectives and through the 
logistical strain it is imposing on FE, is possibly impeding progress in other areas 
of learning delivery. This policy should be dropped immediately. 

• Equivalences to GCSEs such as Functional Skills must be recognised as such 
by both government and employers 

• Funding levels for maths and English both within and without Apprenticeships 
should be reviewed and equalised in line with costs of delivery. 

• There should be a coherent national strategy for the delivery of English and 
maths that properly identifies national needs, reviews funding and ensures the 
capacity to deliver what is needed. 

• Good digital skills are vital to ensure the workforce remains aligned with the 
growing dependence on technology 

• There are a variety of existing models of provision that perform the function of a 
Transition year without the need to develop something new. The Industrial 
Strategy should ensure efficiency in the development of existing streams of 
learning rather than encouraging the development of new ones for their own 
sake.  

• It is therefore vital that the government now commits to proper funding of 
Traineeship provision to allow this strand of provision to get traction, grow and 
develop in the way that is needed. 
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It is therefore vital that the training infrastructure is properly funded to deliver such learning, 
and that there is support available to capacity-build where it is needed to ensure that an 
appropriate level of such provision is available. This is becoming a particular problem with 
the current policy of compulsory resits of maths and English GCSEs, which is putting an 
unsustainable pressure on the delivery infrastructure; a policy which Ofsted have reported 
as being “well-intentioned”, but “not having  the desired impact”1.  

It is clear that the sector is responding to the policy with the importance it deserves, but it is 
the policy itself that is flawed. It is incredibly difficult to deliver, is putting a strain on 
services, and it is showing no benefit to anyone. The overarching prioritisation of GCSE 
(set against other equivalents such as Functional Skills)  makes things worse, as this 
qualification, whilst it has its place, is not well-suited for vocational environments and nor is 
it an appropriate pedagogy for very many people, as noted by the Ofsted Chief Inspector’s 
Report for 2015/162: 

“It remains unclear whether the GCSE qualification is the best way of ensuring that 
students have the English and mathematical skills needed for their intended career. 
Inspection evidence shows that, for some students, having to retake their GCSE 
can be demotivating and that attendance at these lessons is lower. For many 
students, an alternative level 2 qualification may be a more appropriate means of 
improving their English and mathematics and ensuring that they are ready for 
work.” 

This view has been reinforced by the new Early Years Workforce Strategy3 which has now 
– belatedly and only in the face of extended and concerted pressure from industry - 
recognised the equivalency of Functional Skills and GCSE, a reversal of the previous 
government position. This in itself very clearly acknowledges that what is important is the 
content and application of skills, not the mode of study or assessment; provision should 
therefore be funded to enable learners to reach the right level of application of their skills 
rather than merely being funded to sit a certain type of examination.  

The system of learning and funding for basic skills must also better acknowledge the 
concepts of “spiky profiles” and “skills atrophy” – the fact that learning levels are not 
consistent across all areas and can deteriorate over time. To do otherwise risks 
undermining the stepping stones for a skilled workforce through an unevidenced 
ideological preference for one mode of learning over another rather than considering what 
is best suited to achieve the ends required. 

When we additionally consider the outstanding remaining anomalies in funding for maths 
and English4, it becomes clear that we have a fractured and inconsistent policy on basic 

                                                           
1 Chief Inspector’s report 2015/16 - 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/574186/Ofsted_annual_re
port_education_and_skills_201516_web-ready.pdf - para 146 
2 Ibid, para 148 
3 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/early-years-workforce-strategy  
4 Funding of English and maths qualifications within an Apprenticeship framework or standard is undertaken 
at a rate of £471, whereas exactly the same qualifications outside an Apprenticeship are funded at £724. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/574186/Ofsted_annual_report_education_and_skills_201516_web-ready.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/574186/Ofsted_annual_report_education_and_skills_201516_web-ready.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/early-years-workforce-strategy
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skills that probably cannot achieve its objectives, is not being properly and consistently 
funded, whilst being delivered by a sector that is struggling to cope with the logistical 
demands being placed upon it. For this reason we are calling for a national strategy for the 
delivery of English and maths that properly identifies national needs, reviews levels of 
funding and ensures support to build the capacity within the sector to deliver what is 
needed. 

The Transition Year concept within Technical and Professional Education is interesting and 
on the face of it welcome. However we must be careful not to reinvent wheels – it is not 
immediately evident how a transition year would substantially differ from what is already 
offered by existing and flexible Study Programmes. We must also not get hamstrung by the 
notion of an arbitrary timeframe of a year (shorter or longer periods of time may be more 
appropriate in individual cases) and we must be mindful of the need to understand entry 
points – that is to say, what level of skill or competence would be needed to commence a 
Transition Year in the first place. Set the entry point for the Transition year low, and you are 
following Study Programmes – set it higher, and it begins to look more like a Traineeship. 
Either way, we will end up delivering something that is already in existence, and we 
therefore wonder what purpose is being pursued in trying to develop a whole new 
Transition Year. AELP are not therefore against the idea of such provision but believe that 
there are a variety of existing models of provision that already perform very much the same 
function.  

The Industrial Strategy would benefit from ensuring efficiency in the development of 
existing streams of learning rather than merely encouraging the development of new ones 
for their own sake. Latest figures indicate a fall in the numbers of Traineeship starts which 
is of concern given that they could already form the basis of what is needed in terms of a 
transition year. It is therefore vital that the government now commits to proper funding of 
this strand of provision to allow it to get traction, grow and develop in the way that is 
needed.
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Q11.  

Do you agree with the different elements of the vision for the new technical 
education system set out here? Are there further lessons from other countries’ 
systems? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AELP fully supports the need for an overarching strategy that defines a clear, 
comprehensive and understandable technical education system for all ages. However, 
given advances in technology and the changing profile of the British workforce and 
economy (especially in light of the uncertainty surrounding our trading positions post-
Brexit) we are not currently convinced that the proposal for 15 very rigid occupational 
routeways is sufficiently responsive or future-proofed to be suitable for the needs of our 
economy going forward – it gives the impression of reacting to the world as it currently 
looks rather than building for the long-term. The growth of the “gig economy” raises many 
questions, and was indeed a point of contention in the recent US presidential election, with 
democratic nominee Hilary Clinton noting that it “is creating exciting economies and 
unleashing innovation, but it is also raising hard questions about...what a good job will look 
like in the future.”5 If the UK system is merely built to reflect how jobs look now, then very 
soon it will not be fit for purpose and become obsolete, as will the skills delivered within it. 
Ultimately we need a model with the inbuilt flexibility to take account of skills and 
knowledge which we may not even have yet identified. 

We are not therefore convinced that the recently published Post-16 Skills Strategy6 does 
enough to address the ongoing needs for skills in our country. It focuses almost exclusively 
on technical education from Level 2 – it does not include higher education in its scope – it 
speaks in broad terms of a lifelong strategy but realistically does not concentrate on any 
age group beyond 16-18 or maybe (at a stretch) 16-24 year olds. It is not by any means a 
Post-16 Skills Strategy and to describe it as such is misleading. This is a major problem 
therefore with trying to incorporate skills needs into an overall industrial strategy – a major 

                                                           
5 Quoted in Financial Times, “New ‘gig’ economy spells end to lifetime careers’, August 5th 2015  - 
https://www.ft.com/content/ab492ffc-3522-11e5-b05b-b01debd57852  
6 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/post-16-skills-plan-and-independent-report-on-technical-
education  

• AELP support the concept of an overarching strategy for post-16 skills, but is not 
currently convinced that the proposal for 15 occupational routeways is sufficiently 
responsive or future-proofed to be suitable for the needs of our economy going 
forward. 

• The technical education system must provide freedom of movement between 
academic and vocational learning routes at any time, according to the needs of the 
learners and employers. 

• The introduction of Institutes of Technology is a generally a welcome  development, 
but forms of governance should not be a consideration in assessing bids for them – 
this must concentrate on the quality of what is being offered and its relevance to 
local need. 

 

https://www.ft.com/content/ab492ffc-3522-11e5-b05b-b01debd57852
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/post-16-skills-plan-and-independent-report-on-technical-education
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/post-16-skills-plan-and-independent-report-on-technical-education
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component part of that strategy is by no means complete and is being left to the industry 
itself to “fill in the gaps”. 

 
It is interesting in looking at the 2015 PISA tables 7 that many of the highest places are, in 
general, occupied by countries in the Far East. There are clearly some lessons to be learnt 
from these countries and indeed there has been a lot of attention recently paid to Chinese 
teaching techniques, despite some noting that there may be significant cultural differences 
in attempting to export such techniques to the UK. However, it is also noticeable that of the 
Western economies, both Finland and Estonia are ranked consistently highly – and in 
general terms it is also noticeable that both have placed generalised education as the 
cornerstones of their systems, rather than rush to occupational specialism too early. They 
have generally recognised that employers look for the ability to learn, as much as evidence 
of having learnt already, and concentrate for far longer on a range of transferable skills 
before routing into specialisations at a later stage of the learning journey. This aligns with 
research from Future Careers and EMSI which found that that employers are more and 
more willing to hire candidates who do not meet every single qualification and instead train 
them on the job.8  

We think it is therefore vital that any technical education system in the UK provides for a 
freedom of movement between occupations and between modes of study (the vocational 
vs the academic) rather than locking learners in to one or the other at too early a stage. 
With this in mind we therefore think it is also unhelpful that the award of qualifications for 
technical education below Level 5 has been recommended for limitation to one 
organisation per occupational route (limiting choice and competition) and – even worse – 
that there is serious consideration being given to limiting public funding for such training to 
charities and not-for-profit organisations. Neither instance reflects the reality of a fast-
changing world in which those developing and delivering the system must be able to 
respond to the needs of industry in a timely fashion, and judging this ability merely by the 
blunt instrument of creating financial monopolies or limiting forms of governance bears no 
relation to what our economy actually needs.  Instead, if recent statements are to be 
believed about the importance of investing in the skills needed for those industries that will 
be impacted by any new immigration controls post-Brexit, we should be looking for a 
significant increase in the budgets available for the development of such skills and top 
encourage all quality providers to participate, no matter what their background or company 
type. 

The introduction of Institutes of Technology is a generally welcomed development, 
supporting as it does the need to build a stronger pipeline and infrastructure for higher level 
technical skills delivery. The details recently released about this have still however shown a 
tendency to favour types of governance as opposed to quality – whilst any institution can 
lead a bid (which is very welcome) the expectation that the majority of proposals would 
emerge from the Area Review process has somehow translated into a need for a proposal 
                                                           
7 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/2016/12/06/oecd-pisa-report-does-uk-rank-international-school-
league-tables/  
8 https://www.fastcompany.com/3054142/the-future-of-work/these-will-be-the-most-in-demand-jobs-in-
2016 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/2016/12/06/oecd-pisa-report-does-uk-rank-international-school-league-tables/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/2016/12/06/oecd-pisa-report-does-uk-rank-international-school-league-tables/
https://www.fastcompany.com/3054142/the-future-of-work/these-will-be-the-most-in-demand-jobs-in-2016
https://www.fastcompany.com/3054142/the-future-of-work/these-will-be-the-most-in-demand-jobs-in-2016
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to be supported in most cases “unless there is robust evidence that this is not appropriate” 
by an FE College  - though quite why, or for what precise purpose, is not clear. Once 
again, we would reiterate our view that what matters is not who runs provision, but the 
quality of what is being offered and its relevance to local need – to do otherwise risks 
excluding both employers and sector-specialist providers.  There is no intrinsic reason why 
any one type of provider is in any better place to offer this than any other type of provider. 

 

Q12. 

How can we make the application process for FE Colleges and apprenticeships 
clearer and simpler, drawing lessons from the HE sector? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Work is currently under way to develop a common application process within Further 
Education, and in principle this is a project we can support. There are several core 
principles that must always be kept as prime considerations in doing so – that any 
application only requires applicants to enter information once but can use it in multiple 
applications, and that where possible existing records should be able to be drawn on to 
populate such applications rather than re-creating information from scratch. There should 
also be a “clearing” facility similar to that available in higher education, whereby 
unsuccessful applications can be submitted again for consideration by other organisations, 
short-cutting the need for applicants to constantly write and re-write new applications. 

There are however some specific issues that arise with regards to its applicability to work-
based learning, mostly centring on the notion of “employer-led” provision. Apprenticeships 
are predicated on a job – you cannot have the former without the latter. This means 
therefore that above and beyond all else, an employer must be prepared to employ a 
person, and in making this commitment they would have every right to tailor questions 
regarding prospective suitability very precisely to what they need. Whilst Apprenticeship 
applications may therefore have a common core of questions (perhaps relating to individual 
standards), the ultimate reality of an application system is that it will have to be designed to 
tailor with what each individual employer needs, which will largely mean we end up with a 
system not dissimilar to the one we already have. 

• Any standardised application process for Apprentices must be careful 
to accommodate the individual needs of employers. 

• Any such application process should be available for all types of 
learning providers to utilise. 

• If the Industrial Strategy is serious about wanting to enable the 
learning and skills sector as a whole to leverage its impact on 
productivity then it must cease to articulate its vision in institutional 
terms – or, if there is actually a deliberate strategy to build the 
capacity of the College sector and not that of the independent sector, 
(which is not a policy we would in any way accept) then this should 
be plainly stated.  
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Once again, we also see the notion of institutions being brought into play – the question 
above asks “How can we make the application process for FE Colleges...clearer and 
simpler” which infers either that non-College providers already have a clear and simple 
system, or that such a system is not being considered for them. The first statement is no 
more or less true than it would be for Colleges, whilst the second is not a position we would 
agree with. A freedom of information request from AELP in June of 2016 elicited the fact 
that 76% of Apprenticeships are actually delivered at the front-line by independent 
providers, as Colleges are subcontracting around 40% of their provision to them in addition 
to that which they deliver directly themselves.9  

In considering a standardised application system, it must also be considered that there are 
often significant differences between a full-time College-based course of learning and the 
structure of a roll-on roll-off form of delivery more often favoured by independent providers, 
many of whom offer courses that are far more work-based or work-related in nature, thus 
probably requiring some different application criterion again. Whilst not insurmountable, 
these potential differences in application requirements can often be overlooked, especially 
where provision offered by Colleges – as in this document – appears to be the overriding 
and main concern. Learner and employer choice must be taken into account in order to 
optimise the possible success of any form of learning delivery, and a standardised system 
that mitigates against this works in no-one’s favour. 

There is indeed an increasing feeling of a stealthy bias towards the College sector that is 
running through many recent proposals for this sector, and it is something which must be 
fully discussed and debated if the UK is really to make the most of all the learning assets at 
its disposal. If the Industrial Strategy is serious about wanting to enable the learning and 
skills sector as a whole to leverage its impact on productivity then it must cease to 
articulate its vision in institutional terms – or, if there is actually a deliberate strategy to 
build the capacity of the College sector and not that of the independent sector, (which is 
not a policy we would in any way accept) then this should be plainly stated.  

Q13 

What skills shortages do we have, or expect to have, in particular sectors or local 
areas, and how can we link the skills needs of industry to skills provision by 
educational institutions in local areas? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 https://www.aelp.org.uk/news/pressReleases/details/three-quarters-of-apprenticeships-are-delivered-by/  

• LEPs remain best placed in principle to identify local skills 
needs and to manage the communication and 
interpretation of labour market information at a local level, 
providing they have the resource and capability to do so. 

• Devolution policies must be careful not to compromise or 
lose the advantages of multi-region economies of scale. 

• There is a clear need for an overall national careers/IAG 
strategy within which local areas can tailor their particular 
offers. 

 

https://www.aelp.org.uk/news/pressReleases/details/three-quarters-of-apprenticeships-are-delivered-by/
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LEPs have been created to manage local LMI and to formulate strategic plans that will 
drive skills and productivity in their areas. They therefore remain best placed in principle to 
identify local skills needs and to manage the communication and interpretation of labour 
market information at a local level, providing they have the resource and capability to do so 
– and this is a key point, in that many the effectiveness of LEPs is still patchy. Funding has 
been made available but the extent to which this is being usefully deployed for its purpose 
is open to question. The role that LEPs could play is clear – although the role that they 
actually play on the ground is sometimes clouded or conflated with roles of local 
authorities, and this is an area that also requires considerably more clarity - but it is vital 
they fulfil their potential in all areas in order that they can aggregate to a coherent national 
picture, rather than end up with a piecemeal approach across the country. 

This is particularly important in the light of national provision, delivered by multi-site 
providers. Local areas are naturally keen to identify and utilise local provision, but often this 
can overlook the contribution of a national provider who, whilst not perhaps having “bricks 
and mortar” in a specific locale, is nevertheless more than capable of delivering a high-
quality service. The issue with any form of devolution remains that its inherent fracturing of 
a bigger picture can mean that economies of scale can be lost, and LEPs must be careful 
to avoid this trap if they are to be truly effective and build on the existing infrastructure and 
network of high quality provision already in existence. 

This is also a key point with regard to careers information, advice and guidance (IAG) 
within any defined area. With schools being given responsibility for this task, the temptation 
is often (and understandably) to concentrate on local businesses and the local labour 
market. This can however ignore the bigger picture of the labour market elsewhere, and 
may inadvertently encourage geographic inertia instead of building the mobile and 
responsive workforce that the country really needs. This starts to lead us to the area of the 
vital need for an overall national careers/IAG strategy – a framework within which local 
areas can operate and tailor their offer, but which maintains a core standard of ensuring 
that the information provided is accurate, of high quality, and takes into account wider 
labour markets in addition to the strictly local. It is vital that a national careers/IAG strategy 
also includes effective engagement with parents and guardians who in many cases are 
decision makers in deciding what pathway their children ultimately end up following. 
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Q14. 

How can we enable and encourage people to retrain and upskills throughout their 
working lives, particularly in places where industries are changing or declining? Are 
there particular sectors where this could be appropriate? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There is no doubt that the proliferation of apprenticeships will help to close the skills gap 
and deliver a skilled workforce, which following the evolution of the UK skills market over 
the next number of years will be vital to the success of the economy. We therefore expect 
the Institute for Apprenticeships to support employers to develop ambitious plans for good 
quality standards, not least in sectors where there is evidence of skills gaps and that are 
priorities for the industrial strategy. They must however also take full account of the views 
of wider sector stakeholders – providers, awarding organisations and others – in coming to 
a view as to what is required, what is viable, and what is deliverable. Employers will be 
driven by the needs and issues affecting their particular industries and occupations, but this 
does need to be balanced by considerations of the ability of the supply side to deliver on 
these needs - employer-led provision should not equate to an employer-dominated system. 
That balance will be vital in ensuring the success or failure of the system. 

At the core of the industrial strategy is of course a need for the UK workforce to be agile, 
responsive not necessarily fixed into occupational silos by its system of learning provision – 
transferability of skills should be at the heart of system and one of its key underpinning 
principles. There is therefore a danger that the almost overbearing pre-eminence being 
given to the Apprenticeship agenda will in fact end up limiting choice for learners and 
innovation amongst providers, resulting in a system that will deliver “any colour you like as 
long as it is black” – “any occupation you like as long as they are the ones we offer and 
have currently identified as being important” – a recipe for inertia in delivery. The 
Apprenticeship message is undoubtedly important, but there are still real worries abroad at 
whether for example the advent of the levy will displace other forms of work-based 
learning, encouraging firms merely to bundle an existing diverse training offer under one 

• The Institute for Apprenticeships support employers to develop ambitious 
plans for good quality standards, not least in sectors where there is 
evidence of skills gaps and that are priorities for the industrial strategy. 
However this should take into account the views of the wider sector, 
meaning that provision is employer-led, not employer-dominated. 

• There is a danger that the almost overbearing pre-eminence being given to 
the Apprenticeship agenda will end up limiting choice for learners and 
innovation amongst providers. 

• The further education system must be flexible and responsive enough to 
keep pace with developments in technology, both in terms of how learning 
is delivered and what learning is delivered. 

• Consideration should be given to both expanding the 19+ Adult Loans 
catalogue, and lifting the suspension of applications from new providers to 
deliver loans-funded technical skills programmes. 
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heading of “Apprenticeships” in order to make the most of the levy pot, and in so doing 
stifling innovation and choice for themselves and others. 

Another area where innovation is key, and that will play a large part in facilitating access to 
lifelong learning, is the use of technology. Clearly we have come a long way from the early 
noughties where the use of learning technology was treated almost as a distinct entity, and 
instead we are increasingly embedding the use of technology into the mainstream of 
learning. This is exactly as it should be, but this brings with it a need for the system of 
vocational learning to keep pace, of which it does not have a great track record. (The 
acceptance of something as simple as electronic signatures in learning documentation for 
example is still a recent, belated and overdue development). The system must be flexible 
and responsive enough to keep pace with this, both in terms of how and what learning is 
delivered – Apprenticeship standards for example may need more regular review than 
perhaps might be obvious in the here and now, to take account of the increased use of 
technology in certain industries.  

However, there still are too many bureaucratic barriers and restrictions for training 
providers to develop and deploy a technological-led approach to learning which inhibits 
growth. An example of this is the lack of flexibility for providers to develop high quality 
online learning programmes to form a valuable part of a high quality blended learning 
programme. Current funding rules are rigid and are relatively unsupportive of enabling 
providers to develop this route. These kinds of shackles are both perverse and restrictive in 
what we all ultimately are striving to achieve.  

Consideration should also be given to expanding the 19+ Adult Loans catalogue to ensure 
that more adults are able to reskill in technical programmes.  Additionally, and despite the 
tendency for the budget for loans-funded provision to be over-subscribed, the Skills 
Funding Agency has also suspended the process whereby new providers can apply for an 
application to deliver loans-funded technical provision. The country should be looking at 
every opportunity to both widen the range of learning that can be undertaken, and 
optimising the means by which it can be delivered. An expansion of the scope of the loans 
catalogue, and a reintroduction of the ability for new providers to apply for loans allocations 
would both be welcome. 

 

Q15-22 

No comment 
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Q23.  

Are there further steps that the government can take to support innovation through 
public procurement? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There have been several instances recently where procurement for skills budgets have 
actively impeded the potential of providers to deliver and grow. Continuing this approach of 
institutional bias will hamper what the Industrial Strategy is attempting to achieve, rather 
than underpin it. 

The largest example is that of the timing of the implementation of the Register of 
Apprenticeship Training Providers (RoATP), and its relation to the tendering round for 
delivery to non-levied employers. Bearing in mind that the levy itself was scheduled to 
begin at the beginning of May, AELP has had long-standing concerns that the timetable 
would provide operational challenges, and so it is proving. Without being on the RoATP, 
Apprenticeship delivery is impossible, and yet providers were not told whether they had 
been accepted until early March. This has meant that talks with employers on the 
possibility of starting Apprenticeships after May 2017 were being heavily caveated on the 
basis that providers did not actually know whether or not they would be in a position to 
deliver them. From the employer’s point of view this has been quite perplexing, particularly 
employers who have not previously been engaged with the system at all.  

As predicted, we now have a wave of challenges to the results emerging – some 
substantial, some based merely on process rather than inherent quality of delivery. Other 
members who are central to niche industries have also been refused a place, meaning that 
the availability of provision in these sectors could well be heavily and very adversely 
affected because new delivery now effectively ceases from May 2017.  In each case 
providers are trying to resolve a situation with more than an eye on a countdown clock to 
the beginning of delivery that is, in effect, only days away. 

 

• The timetables for processing applications to the Register of 
Apprenticeship training Providers, and for procurement of funding for 
delivery to non-levied employers, have been too compressed, and 
driven by political expediency whilst not properly taking into account 
business need.  

• Such significant future periods of transition need to planned and 
deployed in a much more coherent manner in order to avoid 
destabilising the marketplace which will be responsible for delivering 
the skills agenda for the UK 

• We support open and competitive tendering for all to drive efficiency 
and quality, free of institutional protectionism, which will ultimately 
provide the best value for money for the taxpayer. 
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We do not in principle object to a register of quality provision – however, announcing the 
results only six weeks before delivery is due to begin was not, in our opinion, a sensible 
way to proceed. The existing arrangements could have been left in place for (perhaps) 3/6 
months longer in order to resolve Register queries satisfactorily before imposing a ban on 
delivery if a provider is not on it. Doing otherwise has created an unnecessary turbulence in 
the sector and with employers that has impeded rather than smoothed the way to transition 
to what was intended to be a better quality system. A clear message from this is such 
significant future periods of transition need to planned and deployed in a much more 
coherent manner in order to avoid destabilising the marketplace which will be responsible 
for delivering the skills agenda for the UK. 

This is compounded by the fact that allocations for delivery to non-levied organisations are 
also not being announced until March 2017, after the RoATP results. Bearing in mind that 
this is an allocation for new starts starting in May 2017, this is a ridiculously short 
timeframe – negotiations to start Apprenticeships can take months to set up, meaning that 
providers were being hamstrung in talks with employers by having to caveat negotiations 
with the fact that (a) They don’t know actually whether they would be allowed to deliver 
anything, and (b) If they were, whether they would have sufficient, or any, funding to deliver 
what was being agreed.  

To compound this, bidders have been capped at £5m of provision. To give an indication of 
impact, a survey of 14 of the largest providers in our membership showed that this £5m 
cap meant that they alone were now unable to guarantee funding over the next 15 months 
for around 60,000 learners. Whilst the Skills Funding Agency may claim that this is not a 
shortfall inasmuch as these would instead be delivered by a wider range of providers, what 
is happening is that large providers with high quality and economies of scale are having 
their delivery redistributed to a range of much smaller companies. Redundancies will 
inevitably result from the larger companies but the employees will move to the smaller 
companies to deliver the same Apprenticeships they were going to deliver anyway.  The 
smaller companies then get bigger and potentially may be hit by the cap in future years! 
This merry-go-round of procurement due to an arbitrary cap is both totally unnecessary and 
destabilising. 

There is no way in our opinion that any of this is a sensible way for business to have to be 
done, but the sector has been forced into it in order to fit the political expediency of a “drop-
dead” May start to the levy. It is hardly surprising if employers express some bemusement 
or reluctance at engagement with the Apprenticeship system if this is their first experience 
of it. Given that the Apprenticeship system is intended to be the cornerstone of the skills 
system and the flagship of its potential for growth in productivity, these are not timelines 
and arrangements we should be in any way replicating in future, for Apprenticeships or 
indeed any other form of procured skills and employability provision. 

Another example is tendering for the Adult Education Budget, which has fallen victim to the 
institutional bias we have mentioned in earlier responses. In this case, legal advice came 
that said that contracts (for independent training providers) must be re-tendered but that 
this would not be necessary for grant-funded institutions (Colleges), although this could 
have taken place if needed. Our view was that if tendering was to take place, all budgets 
should be made available in order that a thorough review could be undertaken across the 
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piece as to where quality delivery was needed and who should deliver it rather than 
confining it to a small corner (10%) of the market. 

Instead, it was decided that Colleges would nevertheless be able to bid for the funds that 
were being re-tendered, despite there being no possibility that independents would be able 
to access any unspent funds granted to Colleges. Independent delivery will therefore 
definitely contract as a result of this for no reason other than that the Skills Funding Agency 
did not want to open the College budget for tendering but was quite happy to do so for 
independents. This is not policy designed with quality delivery in mind, a policy that would 
drive productivity and economic growth – it was purely designed to protect College 
budgets. This, in our view, is unacceptable – we are in favour of open and competitive 
tendering for all to drive efficiency and quality and offer better value for money for the 
taxpayer. This form of protectionism is at odds with the thrust of what the industrial strategy 
is trying to achieve. 

 

Q24 

No comment 

 

Q25.  

What can the government do to improve our support for firms wanting to start 
exporting? What can the government do to improve support for firms in increasing 
their exports? 

 

 

 

The creation of the Department for International Trade (DIT) has been welcomed, and it 
has demonstrated a willingness to interact with smaller players in the vocational learning 
and skills market that has not been present before due to a concentration on high value 
opportunities (HVOs) which were largely beyond the reach of all but Colleges, Universities 
and the very largest independent providers.  

It is clear from amongst our membership that there is an appetite for international trade but 
that it needs corralling, and the DIT has been relatively supporting in helping us to harness 
this. There is clearly a huge pool of services and resources that could be exported (the 
demand for UK expertise is certainly there) by smaller independents if a suitable strategy 
can be put in place to bring them together and concentrate on particular markets. Until 
now, the strategy for such providers has been fragmented and ad-hoc – DIT must continue 
to support the sector as a whole to explore and make opportunities in key markets, and in 
doing so they will find that there is an “open door” to them from providers who would take 
any support that may be offered. 

• The creation of the DIT is welcomed and they have 
shown a willingness to engage with smaller providers 
seeking export opportunities. 
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Q26-28 

No comment 

 

April 2017 
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