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Summary of Report of the Independent Panel on 
Technical Education 

 
Introduction 

1. The Independent Panel on Technical Education was established by the Minister for Skills, 
on behalf of the Secretaries of State for Education and for Business, Innovation and Skills, 
in November 2015.  The Panel was chaired by David Sainsbury and its members were:  
• Simon Blagden (Non-executive Chairman, Fujitsu UK)  
• Bev Robinson (Principal & Chief Executive, Blackpool and The Fylde College)  
• Steven West (Vice-Chancellor & President, University of the West of England, Bristol)  
• Alison Wolf (Sir Roy Griffiths Professor of Public Sector Management, King’s College 
London) 

 
2. It was tasked with advising ministers on actions to improve the quality of technical 

education in England and, in particular, to simplify an over-complex system and ensure 
the new system provides the skills most needed for the 21st century. 
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2 - AELP view: 
In broad terms, AELP gives the report a generally positive welcome, as it outlines a much-
needed coherent strategy for 16-18 technical education, offering clear routes through to work, 
or progression with pathways in different sectors that link classroom-based and work-based 
routes. 
We are however concerned that the paper appears to labour under misapprehensions about 
the relationship between colleges, classroom-based learning and apprenticeships, and only 
passingly mentions the role of independent training providers in the provision of technical 
education. Furthermore it contains some clearly anti-competitive proposals that appear to run 
counter to government policy in other areas. 
Whilst therefore supportive of the general thrust and direction of the report, we believe the 
implementation of the recommendations should be treated with extreme caution. 
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Outline of key proposals 
3. The report identifies the current system of post-16 technical options as “over-complex and 

fail(ing) to provide the skills most needed for the 21st Century." It projects that by 2020 the UK will 
be 28th out of 33 OECD countries in terms of developing intermediate skills, which adversely 
affects our relative productivity to our competitors. 
 

4. It proposes two clear modes of learning: employment –based (typically a Level 2 or 3 
Apprenticeship combining on- and off-the-job training)  and what it terms “college-based” 
(typically a two-year full-time study programme which should include work placements 
appropriate to the technical education route and individual student). 

 
5. The two modes will be “clearly delineated as they are designed for different purposes”. However, 

“movement between the two must be possible: routes should not cut off movement to 
undergraduate study at university, and young people who follow A-levels may choose to move 
directly into skilled employment.” This would be effected by the development of short, flexible 
bridging provision to enable individuals to move in either direction between academic and 
technical options, and to support adults returning to study. 

 
6. The report recommends a common framework of 15 routes to encompass all employment-based 

and “college-based” technical education levels 2 to 5. These should be designed to deliver the 
knowledge, skills and behaviours required to perform successfully in specific occupations with a 
substantial requirement for technical knowledge and practical skills, as opposed to employer-
specific job roles. 
 

4 - AELP view:  

The report overall barely mentions the independent sector, and consistently refers to the second of these two modes 
as “college-based”. The authors appear to be under a misapprehension that all off-the-job training in an 
apprenticeship takes place in a college when the definition embraces any accredited learning that takes place off the 
shop floor. It is important to note that this sector provides much classroom-based and off-the-job training for some of 
the hardest-to-reach learners. The modes of learning envisaged here should be commissioned and funded on an 
“institutionally blind” basis primarily relating to quality of delivery. 

Later in the document it also becomes clear that the authors consider “independent training providers” to constitute 
profit-making companies only, when this is not the case. 

 

5 – AELP view: 

It is imperative that there are strong bridges between the academic and technical/vocational routes, and that these 
are available to be accessed at any point through the programme – not just at the end. To do otherwise risks further 
retrenchment of the academic/vocational divide that so many have tried for so long to break down. 
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7. The full details of the 15 routes are provided on pages 34/35 of the report, but in summary the 
headings are: 

 
• Environmental and Animal Care 
• Business and Administrative 
• Catering and Hospitality 
• Childcare and Education 
• Construction 
• Creative and Design 
• Digital 
• Engineering and Manufacturing 
• Hair and Beauty 
• Health and Science 
• Legal, Finance and Accounting 
• Protective Services 
• Sales, Marketing and Procurement 
• Social Care 
• Transport and Logistics 

 

8. In terms of route content, every “college-based” route is proposed to begin with a two-year 
programme suitable for 16-18 year olds, each starting with a “common core” which applies to all 
individuals studying that route and is aligned to apprenticeships. Following this learners will begin 
to specialise ready for entry into an occupation or set of occupations. 
 

9. Responsibility for governance of these routes (in both modes) is recommended to be 
encompassed within the remit of the nascent Institute for Apprenticeships (IfA). This would 
facilitate a single, common framework of technical education standards, qualifications and quality 
assurance, overseen by the IfA advised by “panels of professionals” comprised of employers and 
education sector representatives. 
 

10. The report proposes moving away from the current market model of competing awarding 
organisations developing qualifications with similar but different outcomes. Instead it 
recommends the adoption of licensing, with only one technical education qualification at Levels 2 
and 3 being approved for each occupation and awarded by a single body or consortium following 
an open competition. Levels 4 and 5 would remain in an open market but subject to inclusion on a 
list of approved qualifications. 

7 - AELP view: 

This recommendation amounts to limiting 16-18 Apprenticeships to 15 standards that mirror the 15 TPE choices 
available in the “college-based” route. On the basis of the figures provided, we believe that 57% of jobs in our 
economy are outside the scope of this recommendation, so we are in danger of creating an elitist system denying 
many young people a work-based route to Level 2 or 3. This will also not go down well with employers in the 
affected sectors. 
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11. There would be a single set of maths and English “exit” requirements governing technical 

education and apprenticeships. These levels may well be raised over time as performance 
improves to reflect international technical education systems which the report feel are superior to 
the current UK model. The report recommends the incorporation of “additional, occupation-
specific maths and English requirements into the standards for each route”.  

 
12. The report specifically recommends that the government should restrict public subsidy for 

“college-based” technical education to that leading to qualifications approved by the IfA. This 
would include both funding for 16-18 year olds and advanced learner loans available for adults 
aged 19 and over. 

 
13. Work placements and work experience would become key elements of “college-based” routes, 

with successful completion of a work placement a requirement for full certification at the end of a 
study programme. The report suggests that up to 250,000 17-year olds could require them. As 
such, it also recommends that the government should make “additional funding available to 
colleges” to support work placements, at an initial suggested rate of around £500 per placement. 
 
 
 
 

10 - AELP view:  

It is not immediately obvious how the abandonment of an open market for technical qualifications at Level 2 and 3 
squares with the government’s insistence that there should be competition amongst training providers for 
delivering an employer’s apprenticeship programme by encouraging bidding by price. It seems perverse that 
another part of the sector could be operating simultaneously with monopoly pricing. Nor is it clear or justified why 
there should be a different model again for the development of higher level qualifications. 

13 - AELP view:  

The report is unclear in its distinctions between the definitions of “work experience” and “work placement”. We 
are however very clear that funding for work experience of either nature MUST be made available to all institutions 
involved in relevant delivery, and not just colleges. 

The panel does not appear to have made any consideration as to where this large number of work placements are 
intended to be sourced. 

12 - AELP view: 

The recommendation to restrict any public subsidy to qualification-based routes only, leads us to infer that the panel 
feel that qualifications are essential and always demanded by employers. This is not aligned with the policy on 
Apprenticeship standards which are under no obligation whatsoever to include qualifications if employers – who lead 
their creation - do not feel they are warranted. We are therefore unclear as to the view of the panel is on 16-18 
Apprenticeship standards that do not include qualifications.  

It is noticeable that 16-18 Apprenticeships generally receive very little acknowledgement in the report relative to the 
concentration of interest on “college-based routes”. 

 

11 – AELP view: 

This incorporation should be fulfilled using the new reviewed Functional Skills qualifications. 
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14. For individuals who are not ready to access a technical education route at age 16 (or older if their 
education has been delayed), it is proposed to develop a “transition year” programme that is 
flexible and tailored to the student’s prior attainment and aspirations. This is recommended 
particularly with a view to the need for access for those with special educational needs and 
disabilities (SEND). The panel recommends the government to commission additional work into 
the design and content of the transition year. 

 
15. The issue of careers education and guidance is acknowledged in the report as not strictly within 

its remit, but it nevertheless makes clear an expectation that the 15 new routes should embedded 
into careers education and guidance at schools and colleges, which in turn would operate under 
the Gatsby Foundation’s eight benchmarks of good practice in this area. (Though designed for 
school careers guidance, it seems it is felt that these could extend to colleges and the wider FE 
sector.) 
 

16. One of the last recommendations to the government is that it should review levels of funding for 
technical education, benchmarking it by international comparisons and ensuring that it is 
sufficient to meet employer needs. However, the panel also “sees a strong case” for restricting 
such funding to non-profit making institutions only. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 14 - AELP view: 

We welcome the concept of a transition year, particularly with the acknowledgement of how this may serve learners 
with special educational needs and disabilities.  

We welcome that the report’s acknowledgement of the role of Traineeships in providing options for learners that do 
not wish to progress to either the technical or academic routes that it proposes.   

16 - AELP view: 

The suggestion of restricting funding to non-profit making companies only is completely anti-competitive and 
contravenes over two decades of cross-party consensus. The regular production of evidence of excessive salaries 
paid to executive heads and principals in institutions that are far from delivering value for money is irrefutable, 
and yet the panel see this as more acceptable than independent training providers with an outstanding track 
record of delivery making a return. The panel produces no evidence that restrictions of this nature would improve 
front-line quality of delivery or total funding reaching learners – unsurprisingly, on the basis that most 
independents are only paid for what they deliver, as they do not generally operate under grant allocation systems 
that can allow the retention of monies paid even when no delivery has been undertaken. 

 

http://www.gatsby.org.uk/uploads/education/reports/pdf/pwc-assessing-benchmarks-of-good-practice-in-school-career-guidance.pdf
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Timetable 
17. The report suggests an “ambitious but realistic” timeframe for the proposal to be 

implemented: 
• October 2017 – Standards developed for approval by the IfA 
• October 2018 – Procurement exercise begins for new qualifications against approved 

standards. 
• February 2019 – New routes qualifications approved by the IfA. 
• September 2019 – First teaching of new IfA-approved routes qualifications 
• September 2021 – First certificates issued on completion of the routes 
• September 2022 – All 15 technical education routes being taught (assuming a three-year 

phased introduction beginning in 2019) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


