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Public Accounts Committee: 

Inquiry into  

Apprenticeships 
 
 
Introduction  
The Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) is the representative body 
for over 800 training providers in England, over 90% of whom deliver Apprenticeships. Our 
members, who between them deliver around two-thirds of the Apprenticeships in England, 
work with approximately 340,000 employers. We are the representative organisation for 
independent training providers delivering 76% of Apprenticeships. Also in membership are 
over 50 FE Colleges who account for most of the remaining Apprenticeship provision in the 
country. 
 

 

Detailed points and evidence 
This submission is based on hundreds of comments received from AELP member 
providers, webinar participants and regional provider networks. It has also been approved 
by the AELP Board. We have many additional detailed points relating to the proposals, 
examples, evidence, issues with specific funding rates etc. which we would be happy to 
share with the committee, and we would welcome the chance to discuss these with you.  
 
 
 
 

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

Paul Warner  
Director of Policy and Strategy  

M: 0790 491 3479   
E:  pwarner@aelp.org.uk  
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Summary 
1. AELP welcomes the government’s focus on Apprenticeships as their flagship skills 

policy, driving individual career development, social mobility, business productivity 
and growth in the UK economy. We also agree with the overarching aims and 
principles underpinning the Apprenticeships reforms – quality, meeting employer 
needs and increasing uptake to reach 3 million apprenticeship starts by 2020. This 
agenda is even more vital following the Brexit vote and the need to develop our own 
skills base with the likely ending of the free movement of labour. AELP wants to 
ensure unintended consequences are avoided and have proposed changes to the 
programme that in our view would better align with policy objectives, giving greater 
value for money and effectiveness. 
 

2. AELP agree with the fundamental concerns of the NAO in their recent report on 
Apprenticeships. In our eyes, these are: 

 
o The lack of a clearly defined strategy and a clear articulation of what 

success will look like and how it will be monitored.   
 

o A proposed implementation that is highly risky and in danger of failing 
because of significant change to virtually all aspects of Apprenticeships 
within a very short timescale. 

 

3. We believe the overarching strategy should include: 
 

o Delivering a higher number of high quality apprenticeships with the aim of 
increasing productivity and social justice through employer engagement 
from the largest to smallest, and sustaining their involvement  
 

o Supporting  good and outstanding providers  
 

o Providing clear access and pathways for all learners at whatever stage they 
reach. 

 

o Apprenticeship being priced at set rates, not via negotiation with a cap. 
 

o Apprenticeship Standards should include a recognised qualification in the 
interests of learners’ progression, employer recognition and meaningful 
transferable skills.  

 

o A thorough review of Standards and End Point Assessment  development, 
consultation and delivery requires to avoid potentially major future issues. 

 

o Apprentices aged 16 to 18 should be fully funded by the state along with 
appropriate incentivisation, consistent with other forms of education for that 
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age group, at rates which make their programmes viable and appealing for 
employers and training providers. 

 

o Apprentices at level 2 and level 3 should be fully funded for productivity and 
social mobility reasons. 

 

o .English and maths within apprenticeship programmes should be properly 
funded 

 

o there should be a minimum guaranteed annual budget for non levy payers 
and those exceeding their levy, currently estimated by some at 73% of 
apprenticeships delivered this year. This figure should be confirmed by the 
SFA with evidence. 

 

4. We believe to reduce the risk of the successful implementation of this wide reaching 
change programme, the following actions should be taken: 
 

o Framework funding rates should be maintained at current rates until there is 
an approved Standard and costed End Point Assessment to move to that 
has been in place for at least 6 months. 
 

o Existing systems for area and deprivation uplifts should be maintained until 
an equally equitable system has been identified. 

 

o Any existing learner should be able to complete their existing Apprenticeship 
at May 1st 2017 with the same funding arrangements, same expected end 
date, same prime provider and same subcontracting arrangements. 

 

o The register and procurement timescales before going live are now too tight 
therefore: 
 New apprentice starts for levy paying employers from 1 May 2017 

should only be delivered by providers from the new apprenticeship 
register.  

 Non levy-paying employers’ Apprenticeships to be delivered by 
existing providers using their existing contracts through to 31 July 
2017 (as a minimum). This would allow time from March to August 
2017 to resolve any procurement process issues such as minor 
incomplete submissions. 

 All subcontractors to be on the apprenticeship register by April 2018 
in order to continue to deliver for all new starts – to allow limited 
resource to focus on getting the prime contractors on the register for 
levy payers and contracts set up for non levy-paying leads. 
 

o Subcontracting proposals are unworkable and need recalibrating to meet 
the needs of employers and safeguard specialist provision 
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o A clear definition of subcontractor and therefore the requirement to be on 
the register and therefore a much clearer definition is required. 

 

5. Below, we look provide more detail to some of these points and begin to unpack 
their relationship with the ability of the reformed apprenticeship programme to 
deliver value for money and high quality success while minimising risk of delivery. 
We have identified a number of key issues that require particular attention, and 
have proposed solutions for each. 
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Funding 
6. Funding rates should not be negotiable.  

a. Negotiated rates between employers and providers will, in the view of the 
government, ensure value for money through employers demanding better 
quality for the price they pay. However, we believe that negotiated funding 
will lead to a fall in quality of provision and impact adversely upon the social 
mobility agenda. Such a policy encourages inappropriate behaviour - for 
example, we are already seeing employers asking providers to pay them to 
have access to their levy – this has to be wrong, if not illegal.  

 

b. Negotiation can lead to a “race to the bottom” on pricing, either through 
employers demanding cheaper delivery prices, or through providers 
discounting prices in order to win business. Both will ultimately have the 
effect of reducing quality and thereby undermine the value for money that is 
sought from the Apprenticeship programme 

 

c. Solution – Fundamentally we believe that negotiating a price for education 
and training is wrong. There is no other part of DfE’s education and training 
system where the rates for delivery are not set. All apprenticeship funding 
should be set rates. 

 

 

7. Proposed 16-18 funding is inadequate.  
a. There is no justification for making Apprenticeships the only part of the DfE 

education offer that is not fully funded for 16-18 year olds. It compounds the 
issue that the even the maximum caps being proposed will make most 16-
18 Apprenticeship unviable to deliver with any degree of quality. 

 

b. AELP have received a high volume of concern from members who engage 
with around 340,000 employers. The proposed pricing caps infer significant 
drops from the current position for the delivery of Apprenticeships to 16-18 
year olds. In particular,  it cannot be right that funding for frameworks has 
been cut so dramatically in order to encourage a movement to standards 
delivery, when in most cases no equivalent standard exists to replace the 
framework. In many cases, the cost of End Point Assessments within 
standards is also not yet clear, which could potentially make the unviability 
of some delivery even worse than is now being proposed. 

 

c. The department claims that the proposed 16-18 incentive payments are 
designed to cover the extra costs of delivering to 16-18 year olds. We have 
made available to DfE/BIS a dossier of information relating to the extra costs 
of delivering to 16-18 year olds over and above other Apprentices, that 
makes it clear that even with the incentive payments as they stand, the 
levels of funding being proposed are unviable and will result in the 
withdrawal of opportunities for young people. In particular, a flat rate of 
£1000 does not act as any incentive for the delivery higher banded 
programmes, and will therefore prove to be poor value for money. 
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d. Solutions –  
• Framework funding rates should be maintained at current rates until 

there is an approved Standard and costed End Point Assessment to 
move to, that has been in place for at least 6 months. 

• 16-18 year old Apprenticeships should be fully funded in all cases. 
• The additional provider payment should be 15% of the funding rate or 

£1000, whichever is the higher, with at least 70% paid on start. The 
£1000 employer incentive should remain as proposed. 

 

8. Area uplift and disadvantage uplift funding appear to have been removed. 
a. The combined uplift payments can provide over 50% extra funding for the 

most vulnerable and needy learners. Without these, the learners with most 
need will be abandoned and areas such as central London will become 
apprenticeship deserts. This cannot enhance value for money of the 
apprenticeship programme overall if opportunities for social mobility are 
reduced. 

 

b. Solution – area and deprivation uplifts must remain as currently defined 
and be paid directly to providers by SFA possibly as part of the learner 
support payment mechanism. 

 

 

9. Level 2 Apprentices require employer funding 
a. Level 2 is the basic level required for economic productivity in the working 

age workforce, and should have been provided for all pupils by the end of 
their period of compulsory education. Where this has not happened, it is not 
right that employers should be expected to fund the deficiencies of school 
delivery. Full funding of Level 2s, at any age, is vital if the productivity and 
social mobility agenda of this government is to be meaningful. 

 

b. Solution: Level 2 Apprenticeships at all ages should be fully funded 
 

 

10. The funding rate maximum for the lowest band (£1500) has been set too low 
a. As demonstrated in Annex 1, a rate of £1500 equates (at best, and 

assuming it has not been negotiated downwards)  to a price of £125/month 
to deliver an Apprenticeship over 12 months. It is very clear that no level of 
acceptable quality can be delivered for this price, bearing in mind the need 
for costs of registration, certification, trainer time, travel expenses, 
administration, plus the cost of End Point Assessments.  

  
b. At such rates, either quality will have to drop dramatically or (more often) 

providers will abandon delivery of these Apprenticeships altogether. Many of 
the Apprenticeships proposed in Band 1 are key opportunities for young 
people to start on the Apprenticeship ladder and their withdrawal will 
drastically limit the opportunities for social mobility and progression for 
young people in the workforce. 
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c. As an example, this will impact particularly on some vital sector areas such 
as Care which have been put in the lowest bands. Delivery costs for such 
Apprenticeships can significantly exceed the banding given, meaning they 
become unviable and will therefore effectively be withdrawn from delivery 
unless significant (and adverse) compromises are made to the quality (and 
thus cost) of delivery. Given the Brexit decision and the reliance of such 
sectors on migrant labour, it is now imperative that “home-grown” skills are 
developed, but there is a real danger of withdrawing the opportunities to do 
so merely through a poorly thought-through banding allocation. 
 

d. Solution – banding should start at a minimum £3,000. 
 
 

11. English and maths funding is inadequate  
a. AELP have never supported the lower funding rate for English and maths 

within Apprenticeships as opposed to the rate outside them. There is even 
less justification within the new system as maths and English delivery will 
tend to be much more standalone in nature under the standards.  

 

b. Solution - English and maths delivery for apprentices should be funded as 
a minimum at the equivalent stand-alone rate of £724. 



9 

 

Register of Apprenticeship Training Providers 
9. Different measures for different providers  

a. As they stand, the proposals offer variance between acceptable 
performance criteria based on the type of organisation they happen to be. 
This would allow some organisations with (for example) poor financial 
performance to deliver Apprenticeships to employers. In our view, poor 
financial performance indicates poor leadership and should therefore be a 
concern, as should an overarching poor Ofsted grade, irrespective of the 
type of organisation they happen to be. This would reinforce quality and 
therefore value for money in delivery. 

 

b. Solution –  
• all providers should be treated and assessed against the same criteria, 

irrespective of the type of organisation they happen to be 
• an Ofsted overall grade 4, or a grade 4 in Leadership and Management, 

or poor financial scores, should each raise enough concern to exclude 
any provider from the register. 

 

 

10. Subcontracting proposals are unworkable, damaging and unenforceable  
a. We understand and support the goal to ensure subcontracting provides value 

and is transparent. However the current proposals will undermine existing 
excellent relationships with employers which already provide high quality 
delivery and apprenticeship starts. 

 

b. Solution – the following four criteria will provide adequate assurance and 
allow current high quality delivery arrangements to continue:: 
• The prime contractor has a direct relationship with each employer it 

contracts with 
• Employers sign off all subcontract delivery arrangements to their 

Apprentices to provide transparency and assurance of agreement to the 
arrangements 

• Ofsted encouraged to inspect all sub-contractors when inspecting a 
prime 

• All providers, whether direct delivery or apprenticeship programme 
subcontractors should be on the Apprenticeship register. 

 

 

11. The register and procurement timescales before going live are now too tight 
a. As proposed in August, the timing of announcing whether a provider is on 

the register through to starting learners is too short. This has now been 
compounded by further delays in opening the Register for applications, and 
the need to procure delivery to non-levy paying employers. 

b. Without appropriate transition time we believe the whole system will 
collapse as there will be insufficient time between March 2017’s 
confirmation of a provider’s ability to deliver Apprenticeships to any 
employer, and enabling starts to happen from May 1st. This will stall the 
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momentum of Apprenticeship delivery and impede the return of value for 
money in the government’s efforts to reform and relaunch the programme. 

 

c. Solution - We propose a four-point solution: 
• Any existing learner should be able to complete their existing 

Apprenticeship at May 1st 2017 with the same funding arrangements, 
same expected end date, same prime provider and same subcontracting 
arrangements. 

 

• New apprentice starts for levy paying employers from 1 May 2017 to 
only be delivered by providers from the new apprenticeship register.  

 

• Non levy paying employers’ Apprenticeships to be delivered by existing 
providers using their existing contracts through to 31 July 2017. This 
would allow time from March to August 2017 to sort out any 
procurement process issues such as minor incomplete submissions. 

 

• All subcontractors to be on the apprenticeship register by April 2018 to 
continue to deliver for all new starts – to allow limited resource to focus 
on getting the prime contractors on the register for levy payers and 
contracts set up for non levy-paying leads. 

 

 

12. There is no clear definition of subcontractor and therefore the requirement to 
be on the register 

a. We do not believe the providers of English and maths provision, first aid 
support, nor freelance staff such as trainers, should be required to register. 
To do so will significantly increase the amount of applications required to be 
assessed by the SFA for the Register for no concomitant gain in quality or 
assurance. 
 

b. Solution – a much clearer definition of providers / contractors that are 
required to be on the apprenticeship register needs to be provided. 
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Standards and EPAs 
13. We continue to have serious concerns about many of the Standards being 

proposed for delivery, the related End Point Assessment (its validity, reliability, 
manageability and cost) and the potential negative impact on employers, learners 
and the skills development. These are fundamental tenets of the reforms and the 
disarray currently growing around them is enough to disrupt confidence in the entire 
process.  
 

14. The following points are however of particular concern: 
 

• All Apprenticeship Standards should include a recognised qualification in the 
interests of learners’ progression, employer recognition and meaningful 
transferable skills. To allow them to be omitted undermines the transferability of 
the training provided by an apprenticeship between employers, which must 
surely be a fundamental aim of any apprenticeship programme. 

 

• The proposals for Standards and End Point Assessment require a thorough 
review to avoid potentially major future issues. Employers are commenting that 
there is no clear rationale for why they are being asked to disregard workable 
and satisfactory frameworks and create new standards which they do not 
believe they need. Particularly where qualifications are omitted, there are also 
difficulties in comparing levels across standards to ensure that meaningful like-
for-like comparisons are being made of ability and competence. The End Point 
Assessments that have been approved also vary markedly in nature, ranging 
from simple interviews through to panel-based assessment exercises lasting 
several days. It is not clear that there can be confidence in a consistency of 
delivery across sectors and levels without a clear rationale for change, clear 
markers of competence such as qualification levels being present, and 
comparable End Point Assessment practices being put in place. 

 
 

 
September 2016 
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