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Summary of Response 
 

In response to the government’s consultation into the Institute for Apprenticeships’ (IfA) Draft 
Operational Plan we welcome the shared view that high quality apprenticeships, alongside 
reformed classroom based technical education courses, are the central pillars in delivering 
the skills needed to forge a country that works for everyone. The importance of ensuring the 
quality of provision is key and should form part of the DNA running through the IfA. 
Apprenticeships are a key driver for social mobility, with significantly greater financial returns 
over a working life, but the benefits are only realised when apprenticeships are of a 
consistently high quality and receive appropriate levels of funding, both principles which the 
IfA can help drive forward.  
 
We have long said that the government target of 3 million Apprenticeship starts in this 
Parliament is achievable, but only if government is truly ambitious and effectively leverages 
both the opportunity with non-levy payers and levy paying employers. In these ambitious 
plans, equally it must not be strived for at the expense of the quality of the programmes 
being delivered. For employers, apprenticeships 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. The role of the Institute for 
Apprenticeships in successfully planning, mobilising and delivering an alignment between 
existing apprenticeships and technical education is vital in order that young people and 
adults can move easily between work-based and class-room based courses. 
 
Key Highlights: 
 

i. The IfA should be employer led, not employer dominated. The IfA plan states 
that it will be led by an independent Chair and small Board made up primarily of 
employers of all sizes, people with public sector experience, business leaders, and 
their representatives, enshrining the ‘employer-led’ nature of the apprenticeship 
reforms. It will draw on the knowledge and experience of employers and industry 
experts to drive quality of apprenticeships in a way which will deliver the skilled 
workforce that businesses need to prosper. However, the IfA should be employer led, 
not dominated. We therefore have significant concerns about the recently announced 
configuration of the said Board. Specifically we are concerned that the new IFA 
Board lacks within its membership, representation from a significant prime 
independent training provider delivering apprenticeships. In view of the fact that no 
less than 76% of Apprenticeships are delivered to learners by independent providers, 
it is clear to us that such representation clearly constitutes industry expertise and 
deserves a far higher profile on the Board. 
 

ii. The IfA needs to be genuinely independent with no conflict of interest. We 
welcome the fact the IfA will be given the ability to advise the SFA on the funding 
levels attached to both new and existing apprenticeship standards. However, at this 
early stage it is unclear how this relationship in reality will operate.  As part of the 
governance arrangements between the IfA and the SFA we strongly feel there needs 
to be genuine independence in the form of clear separation and segregation to 
ensure impartiality and no conflict of interest in regards policy and operational 
matters. However, as currently both organisations share the same Chief Executive 



there is still work to do in order to fully define this demarcation at all levels before the 
operational launch in April 2017.  

 
iii. A review to test the rigour and quality of all standards and EPAs. The 

approaches outlined in the IFA’s draft operational plan to attempt to streamline the 
process to approve and release new apprenticeship standards are both logical and 
welcomed. However, despite the re-engineering of the development process of new 
apprenticeships standards we continue to lobby on behalf of our membership in 
regards our call for an immediate “pause” in the development of new standards and 
EPAs whilst the processes of both, and their results to date, are properly reviewed to 
ensure they are fit for purpose. 
 

iv. Greater flexibility for assessment of skills and competencies outside of EPA. If 
indeed one of the IfA’s core principles is of making apprenticeships more rigorous 
and making them more responsive to employers’ needs then then the importance of 
a qualification-led offer in standards cannot be understated. We believe their 
absence, for the majority of standards, compromises the overall quality of 
Apprenticeships by making it more difficult to compare competencies across different 
occupational sectors, impinging on their portability between employers, undercutting 
their general currency in the labour market, and therefore acting in tension against 
the government’s own social mobility agenda. The general lack of flexibility towards 
the assessment of skills and competency outside of formal End Point Assessment 
(EPA) process is a further inhibitor which we would strongly advise the IfA to review 
once on full modus operandi – for example, by allowing the attainment of 
qualifications to act in part towards the End Point Assessment itself. 

 
v. Ofsted to be the principal arbiter of quality for Apprenticeship at all levels. We 

acknowledge the important role of the QAA and HEFCE in continuing to approve and 
oversee apprenticeships where a degree qualification is embedded. However, our 
views differ in regards that we believe that Ofsted should still have the overarching 
responsibility for inspecting the delivery of all apprenticeships, whatever the level, to 
ensure consistency, rigour and transparency. The IfA must confirm Ofsted as having 
the expertise and experience to be the principal arbiter of whether a provider 
deserves a delivery contract on quality grounds for all level of apprenticeships. There 
should be no other organisations involved in making these types of critical 
judgements on individual providers. 
 

vi. Ofqual to be responsible for external quality assurance. To ensure both 
consistency and quality, there needs to be one single custodian in regards to the 
provider of external quality assurance within the system and we support the notion 
that Ofqual should hold this mantle. We should not be reinventing the wheel, when 
Ofqual clearly has the tried, tested and most importantly trusted independent 
expertise in assessment. Having multiple organisations involved in overseeing the 
external quality assurance across different occupational sectors will create an 
unnecessary system which will lack consistency and rigour between standards. 
 

vii. Fair funding for maths and English, whilst being governed by Ofqual. It is 
absolutely essential that everyone has a working understanding of English and maths 



– not just to compete in the labour market but in order to build successful lives for 
themselves in a much wider sense. All English and maths delivery for apprentices 
should be funded as a minimum at the equivalent stand-alone rate. However, that 
aside a significant question mark also remains in regards to who will be responsible 
for overseeing the quality of maths and English. As these are regulated qualifications 
we strongly support the notion that this should also fall under the remit of Ofqual. 

viii. The need to ensure the extension of the IfA to become the IfATPE is thought 

through and ensures consistency and full alignment. Whilst we acknowledge and 
welcome the future development of the IfA to widen in scope to include the Technical 
and Professional Education (TPE) from 2018 and providing continuity of ownership 
and governance of provision, we are concerned at the extension of the remit of the 
Institute and the complexities behind the development and implementation of the 
TPE when the Institute has not yet even established itself as in charge of 
Apprenticeships. Further development is required to this process and we believe this 
needs to be transparent and inclusive in regards the development to ensure an 
effective outcome 
 

ix. Alignment of skills needs and priorities as part of the wider Industrial Strategy. 
For employers, apprenticeships 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. Apprenticeships will be an 
important part of this and we would expect the Institute 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. 

 
 
Institute for Apprenticeships (IfA): Driving the Quality of Apprenticeships in England - 

Draft Operational Plan 

 
1. In regards the leadership and the governance of the IFA Board, who ultimately will be 

overseeing the operational plan we have significant concerns about the recently 
announced configuration of the said Board. Specifically we are concerned that the 
new IFA Board lacks within its membership, representation from a significant prime 
independent training provider delivering apprenticeships. Over three quarters (76%) 
of all apprenticeships are delivered by independent training providers, and the lack of 
appropriate representation at Board level is a surprising omission and would have 
provided the opportunity to understand both the commercial drivers and challenges 
for private providers who play such a pivotal role in the sector. We recommend the 
absolute need for appropriate representation of a large independent training provider 
as part of the wider and full IFA Board. 

 
2. Establishing robust governance arrangements will be a key challenge in regards the 

operational success of the IfA. As part of the governance arrangements between the 
IfA and the SFA we strongly feel there needs to be clear separation and segregation 
to ensure impartiality and no conflict of interest in regards policy and operational 
matters. However, in practical terms and at this early stage it is unclear how this 
relationship in reality will operate. As currently both organisations share the same 



Chief Executive there is still work to do in order to define this demarcation. There is 
lack of clarity in regards what the position will be if for example the SFA rejects a call 
by the IfA to improve a funding band. This lack of clarity is concerning as the IfA’s 
decision is focused on ensuring the quality of the delivery for that standard and we 
consider that this approach is also not conducive or compatible with providing flexible 
negotiable funding bands and supports our ongoing calls for remaining with a fixed 
pricing model. 

 
3. We welcome the approaches outlined in the IFA’s draft operational plan to attempt to 

streamline the process to approve and release new apprenticeship standards. Firstly 
the move to mandate the concurrent submission of both new standards and their 
associated assessment plan and secondly combining this with new route panels, 
which could include a mixture of stakeholders, including independent training 
providers that will approve new standards instead of the Minister. The move to 
mandate the co-development of both the standard and its assessment plan is likely to 
ensure a more timely development cycle for new standards.  There have been a 
number of original standards, such as in Recruitment and Human Resources (HR) 
where the standards were developed and published, but lacked an assessment plan. 
Employer looking to develop their apprenticeship programmes struggle to understand 
the full development process and have engaged with a number of our members 
about offering out programmes which aren’t actually fully released for delivery. The 
move for standards to be signed off by the new route panels will undoubtedly ensure 
a more appropriate level of technical due diligence. 
 

4. However, despite the re-engineering of the development process of new 
apprenticeships standards we continue to lobby on behalf of our membership in 
regards our call for an immediate “pause” in the development of new standards and 
EPAs whilst the processes of both, and their results to date, are properly reviewed to 
ensure they are fit for purpose. Further focus is required on a robust transitional plan 
from existing frameworks to the new standards. This would be to ensure no existing 
provision is displaced and a number of key challenges tackled, such as 
inconsistencies in the make-up and components of standards, appropriate 
arrangements for external quality assurance and ensuring supply and actual 
readiness of End Point Assessment Organisations (EPAOs) to deliver. 
 

5. As the IfA will have much more technical expertise, it is sensible that it will become 
the gatekeeper of the Register of Approved Assessment Organisations (RAAO), 
whilst also setting the criteria for the new Register of Apprenticeship Training 
Providers (RATP). Allowing the SFA to then administer the RATP allows for clean 
lines of demarcation in regards developing and setting the underpinning principles 
and the performance management of the register. 
 

6. Whilst we acknowledge and the value and the role of the Quality Assurance Agency 
(QAA) as spelt out in the IfA draft operational plan, we still continue to lobby on the 
role of Ofsted in the debate of the ownership of quality across all apprenticeships, 
regardless of level of subject area. Ofsted has both the expertise and experience to 
be the principal arbiter of whether a provider deserves a delivery contract on quality 
grounds for all level apprenticeships. There should be no other organisations 



involved in making these types of critical judgements on individual providers. We 
recognise the important role of the QAA (and HEFCE) in continuing to approve and 
oversee apprenticeships where a degree qualification is embedded, but Ofsted 
should still have the overarching responsibility to ensure both consistency and 
transparency for all apprenticeships. A clear example of a lack of consistency is the 
advent of new “Degree level” apprenticeships with separate pathways for HE 
programmes (with an actual recognised degree) and professional qualifications 
(degree level equivalents) offered within the same apprenticeship standard. 
 

7. In regards external quality assurance arrangements there needs to be one single 
custodian in regards to the provider of external quality assurance within the system 
and we support the notion that this should be Ofqual. Having multiple organisations 
involved in overseeing the external quality assurance across different occupational 
sectors is creating an unnecessary system which will lack consistency and 
comparability of rigour between standards. 
 

8. Furthermore, a significant unanswered question remains in regards to who will be 
responsible for overseeing the quality of maths and English. As these are regulated 
qualifications we strongly support the notion that this should also fall under the remit 
of Ofqual. It is absolutely essential that everyone has a working understanding of 
English and maths – not just to compete in the labour market but in order to build 
successful lives for themselves in a much wider sense. A lack of clarification is 
unhelpful and creates uncertainty. 

 
9. AELP have long been campaigning to challenge the proposed funding levels from 

May 2017 for 16-18 year olds, which we feel are clearly inadequate, demonstrated by 
the fact that the maximum caps being proposed for Apprenticeship pricing will make 
most 16-18 Apprenticeship unviable to deliver with any degree of quality. The 
displacement of opportunities for young people will occur as employers will have the 
option of taking on a more experienced individual who will be funded at virtually the 
same level as a 16-18 apprentice. Even given the £1,000 “incentive” payments on 
offer we are able to give clear evidence that in most cases the rates will not cover the 
basic costs of delivery to this age group. If provision is unviable providers will not be 
able to deliver it, seriously limiting entry points for young people seeking their first 
steps at work and compromising the aim of social mobility and social justice for all. 
We therefore were pleased to see that the IfA will be allowed to advise on funding 
bands, financial incentive and on the impact and consequences on both learners and 
employers, utilising outcome data to ensure recommendations are logical and can 
both prove true value for money for the public purse whilst also helping to improve 
social mobility. However, at this early stage it is unclear how this relationship in 
reality will operate with the Skills Funding Agency.  As part of the governance 
arrangements between the IfA and the SFA we strongly feel there needs to be clear 
separation and segregation to ensure impartiality and no conflict of interest in regards 
policy and operational matters. 

 
10. Whilst welcoming the remit of the IfA to oversee the quality of End Point 

Assessments (EPAs), there are nevertheless concerns in this area that we feel 
require urgent addressing. The operational plan spells out that EPA are a direct 



attempt to “to address employers’ concerns that under the old system they could hire 
someone who had successfully completed an apprenticeship but they would not 
always be capable of actually doing the job they were meant to be trained in.”  We 
also remain concerned that EPAs may encourage perverse and unintended 
consequences, such as “teaching to the test”, which is obviously undesirable if EPAs 
are to be the main – if not the only – arbiter of competence across all disciplines of 
an Apprenticeship. While acknowledging this important point around validity, however 
we still feel that the continued lack of clarity in the sector around the definition of 
‘independence’ and what constitutes ‘separation’ are the real underlying issues. To 
combat this there is a clear need for clarification as to the level of separation required 
between delivery staff and assessing staff, as well as the same rules being applied 
whatever type of organisation is delivering and assessing.  

 
11. We believe skills and competencies are best assessed with a mixture of different 

assessment methods throughout the learner’s programme. We believe that there are 
questions about the appropriateness of end-point assessments being implemented in 
every vocational and occupational area without exception. Whilst suitable in some 
cases, it cannot be said that they are universally appropriate in every discipline and 
this is an area which should be more fully investigated – for example, summative 
assessment during the course of an Apprenticeship should for some occupations 
have a much higher emphasis, or at the very least be able to be treated as a valid 
part of an end-point assessment, whether or not any of it actually takes place at or 
near the end of the period in learning.  
 

12. On the same theme of the importance of employer ownership, the importance of a 
qualification-led offer in standards cannot be understated. We believe their absence, 
for the majority of standards, compromises the overall quality of Apprenticeships by 
making it more difficult to compare competencies across different occupational 
sectors, impinging on their portability between employers, undercutting their general 
currency in the labour market, and therefore acting in tension against the 
government’s own social mobility agenda. Given the evidence that workers will 
change jobs with ever-increasing frequency across their working lives, portability of 
skills is absolutely vital if we want to future-proof the system, so creating a system in 
which portability is compromised is a completely flawed approach. 
 

13. It also makes quality assurance more difficult. Indeed, in the recent debate on this 
matter in Parliament the Skills Minister, whilst not conceding the overall issue on 
qualifications within standards, did seem to inadvertently make the Opposition’s own 
point that recognised qualifications within a standard would support the apprentice 
when re-entering the jobs market when he acknowledged their use in a hard sift for 
jobs in some occupational sectors, and noted that applicants “would be 
disadvantaged in the job market without them.” 

 
14. As things currently stand, there is an unnecessary new “industry” of end-point 

assessment being set up, despite the required skills already existing within training 
organisations that are now finding it almost impossible to become registered End 
Point Assessment Organisations (EPAO). As a result, too many standards either 
have no EPAO to work with, or have created cartel or monopoly positions for the few 



that do. Failure to address this uncertainty over ‘independence” could see the sector 
taking an over-cautious view, limiting the growth and availability of End Point 
Assessment to service the growing breadth of new Apprenticeship standards.  

 
15. It is important to note firstly that AELP welcomes the proposals for a much-needed 

strategy for Post-16 Skills, offering clear routes through to work or progression in 
learning with links between classroom- and work-based routes. We do however have 
fundamental concerns that the proposals outlined by the Sainsbury Review1 still 
require further work before being suitable for implementation, as in many respects 
they do not easily sit with existing systems of education. With this in mind, whilst we 
acknowledge and welcome the future development of the IfA to widen in scope to 
include the Technical and Professional Education (TPE) from 2018 and providing 
continuity of ownership and governance of provision, we are concerned at the 
extension of the remit of the Institute and the complexities behind the development 
and implementation of the TPE when the Institute has not yet even established itself 
as in charge of Apprenticeships. We suggest the need for a clear and transparent 
roadmap to provide the sector with not just further reassurance, but an opportunity to 
help shape and develop the proposition.   
 

16. We also have concerns that a framework of only 15 routes across technical 
education may create an unwelcome and elitist system of education. There is a clear 
danger that the standards that are now being developed may not align to the 15 
classroom-based routes of learning envisaged by Sainsbury, trapping learners in the 
classroom and preventing them stepping off into work-based provision when it is 
timely and appropriate for them to do so. Clear examples of this are the new Retail 
Apprenticeship standards and the lack of transferability and progression across from 
the 15 routes. In order to combat this risk we strongly believe further support is 
required on ensuring level 2 apprenticeships are mapped to all the proposed 15 
routes and also ensuring that all standards regardless of sector are also mapped to 
one of the routeways. Furthermore, consideration is required as there is the danger 
of developing a system with 15 specific routes which becomes too rigid and fails to 
account for the rapid change of technology and the very nature of work itself. 
 

17. Furthermore, with regard to the Post-16 Skills Plan, we believe that government’s 
continued position on insisting on exclusive licensing for Awarding Organisations in 
the development of new technical educational qualifications is having an adverse 
impact on the focus and investment by Awarding Organisations in re-engineering 
their business models to help develop and set up as End Point Assessment 
Organisations. We urge a rethink on the approach to exclusive licensing in order to 
avoid the unintended consequences that are adversely impacting the availability of 
EPA for many of the new apprenticeship standards.  

 
18. The IfA must therefore not only plan to assume a quality role from 2018, but should 

be prepared and able to actively contribute to the shaping of TPE to ensure that it 
actually achieves the policy objectives that it has set itself. 

                                                           
1
 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
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/post-16-skills-plan-and-independent-report-on-technical-education


   
The Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) 

 

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 Education 
Budget) provision, with many also delivering programmes for the Department for 
Education (Education Funding Agency) and Department of Work and Pensions (DWP). 
Our membership also includes more than 50 Further Education Colleges and a growing 
number Higher Education Institutions and employers. Our membership base continues to 
grow because our focus is on learning leading to employment and partnership working 
with employers. 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. 
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