
1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

AELP Submission: #26 

 
Parliamentary Sub-Committee on 

Education Skills and the Economy: 

Inquiry into Apprenticeships 

 

March 2016 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



2 

 

Sub-Committee on Education, Skills and the Economy 

Inquiry Response 

 

Apprenticeships  
 

Introduction 

The Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) represents the 

interests of a range of organisations delivering vocational learning, employment and 

employability support. The majority of our 750+ 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 Policy and Strategy 

M: 0790 491 3479 

E: pwarner@aelp.org.uk 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

pwarner@aelp.org.uk
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AELP’s position on Apprenticeships 

a. We firmly believe that Apprenticeships are a proven and successful learning 

programme, popular with employers and learners alike, providing a solid base 

for career advancement over the course of a working lifetime. There should 

always be an ambition to improve, even on the best programmes, and we 

therefore will support any reforms that successfully build on what is already 

good, and help to eliminate any areas of weakness or poor practice that may 

exist. 

 

b. With this in mind, we support in principle the overall drive to increase employer 

engagement in the design of Apprenticeships to ensure that they properly 

reflect the needs of industry and the economy at large, and to encourage a 

greater resource contribution from employers to fund a demand-led programme 

which clearly provides bottom-line benefits to their businesses. 

 

c. This drive must always however be balanced with the needs and aspirations of 

the Apprentices themselves, who should always have access to all the 

information they need regarding the full range of options and pathways 

available to them in both local labour markets and well beyond. Achieving such 

a balance will reinforce the reputation of the benefits of Apprenticeships to all. 

 

d. We believe that providers are a vital part of the overall “solution” for 

Apprenticeships, working in partnership as they already do with hundreds of 

thousands of employers all over the country and possessing the expertise and 

infrastructure to engage many more. Their abilities to engage and enthuse 

learners to join Apprenticeship programmes, and to mentor and support them 

when participating, should also not be underestimated. It is vital therefore that 

the provider voice is properly heard and taken account of when decisions 

regarding the shape, quality and viability of Apprenticeship programmes going 

forward are being considered. 

 

e. There is also an overriding need for simplicity in funding Apprenticeships, 

retaining a focus on the interests of not just the 2% of employers who will pay 

the proposed Apprenticeship levy but also on the 98% of SMEs who will not. 
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Summary of issues 

We explore all the questions posed by the committee in some detail in the remainder 

of this document. We have however highlighted below some major issues that we 

believe merit particular consideration: 

 

i. AELP is clear that the biggest brake on the growth of Apprenticeships in 

England has not been (as has been widely cited) their general content or 

structure, but the limitations imposed by public funding. We are not therefore 

opposed in principle to a system which will raise more investment in 

Apprenticeships by employers and potentially generate far higher availability of 

public funding for Apprenticeships than has hitherto been the case. 

 

ii. Whilst supporting the drive to a 3m starts target for Apprenticeship in this 

parliament, we have concerns that the current shape of the reform proposals 

meant to facilitate it may not be giving sufficient weight to the input of 

stakeholders and the concerns of, and about, learners.  

 

iii. AELP does not believe that the 3m target and the notion of maintaining high 

quality apprenticeships are mutually exclusive; indeed, their connection would 

be made stronger if supply side stakeholders were given more input into design 

and implementation.   

 

iv. AELP recognises that the Apprenticeship levy will drive engagement by larger 

employers in Apprenticeships; a drive which we believe will positively impact on 

the prospects of sustained employment and career progression for individuals; 

bottom-line productivity returns for employers; and the economic health of the 

nation through an enhanced skills base. There are however a number of key 

issues surrounding its implementation that remain unanswered however, and 

the ambitious timelines that are being proposed may also create unnecessary 

difficulties in transition. 

 

v. AELP believes that funding for Apprenticeship standards should be simple and 

easy to understand, and priced on a rate basis rather than using a cap system. 

 

vi. There are anomalies introduced into the pricing of Apprenticeships by virtue of 

the VAT system which requires some types of provider, but not others, to 

charge 20% VAT on employer contributions. This matter needs to be resolved 

in case it leads to a “drive to the bottom” on price, and compromises on quality.  

 

vii. The switch from frameworks to standards must be managed effectively. We 

therefore support the extension for some frameworks beyond 2017, because 

what is vital is not to meet a political target date for change but to make sure 

that changes are made in such a way as to be effective and sustainable. 
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viii. We welcome the concept of the Institute of Apprenticeships (IfA) as becoming 

the over-arching “owner” of the Apprenticeships system and the quality within it. 

We are however disappointed at the government’s decision not to explicitly 

involve other stakeholders (including providers) on its Board. 

 

ix. The recent denial of funding growth cases for many 16-18 Apprenticeships has 

sent a negative signal to both employers who may have been persuaded to 

engage in the Apprenticeship programme, to providers who have taken risks to 

grow their provision, and to young people who are ready to commence them. 

 

x. AELP believes the evidence shows that the system we currently have is 

popular, works well and is respected around the world, and that our next steps 

forward must ensure we only ever improve upon it. 
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1. The target of three million Apprentices by 2020; how the 

government proposes to achieve this and how this may affect the 

‘skills gap’ 

 

1a. It has been clear to providers for quite some time that Apprenticeships are 

popular with employers and that there is much untapped demand in the market. 

Other countries also recognise this, regularly citing the English Apprenticeship 

model as an exemplar and seeking our expertise in reforming their own 

systems. Indeed, President Obama cited the current English Apprenticeship 

system alongside that of Germany as an example to follow, in a speech in 

September 20151. 

 

1b. AELP has therefore been very clear that the biggest brake on the growth of 

Apprenticeships in England has had nothing to do with their inherent 

unsuitability (which was the basic premise of the 2012 Doug Richard Review of 

Apprenticeships2 that the government uncritically accepted), but in fact is 

centred on the limitations imposed by public funding. We are not therefore 

opposed in principle to a system which will raise more investment in 

Apprenticeships by employers and potentially generate far higher availability of 

public funding for Apprenticeships than has hitherto been the case. 

 

1c. The need for action in this respect has been highlighted by the recent decisions 

taken by the Skills Funding Agency (SFA) to limit the requests for growth from 

providers to fund Apprenticeships for 16-18 year olds. This is clearly a priority 

group, and government has over time been very clear that this is from where 

they wanted growth in Apprenticeships to come. However SFA were unable to 

fulfil more than a fraction of the growth requests put in by providers for 16-19 

Apprenticeships (and none at all for Traineeships), whilst managing to fund 

considerably larger amounts of growth amongst those aged 19 and over. Many 

of the growth requests for youth provision had been generated by providers 

heeding the call to action to invest time and effort in driving up Apprenticeships 

amongst young people to contribute to achieving the 3m target; this has meant 

providers being prepared to take a risk on creating demand for which they have 

not yet had funding3, and yet at the first opportunity to facilitate support for what 

they are doing, the government (via the SFA) took the decision to follow a 

funding path that is not only diametrically opposed but actually serves to 

compromise employer’s confidence that the system is in any way able to 

respond to its needs.  

                                                 
1
 http://www.dol.gov/featured/apprenticeship/grants - 33:36 minutes in. 

2
 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-richard-review-of-apprenticeships  

3
 Minister Nick Boles has been reported as recognising this, saying “I understand the frustration because you 

want to be able to recruit people, and indeed some of you go ahead and recruit them anyway, and find your 
budget bid isn’t approved and in effect you’ve had to subsidise them.” FE Week #167, “No guarantee on 
Apprenticeship budget, says Boles” , p.8 

http://www.dol.gov/featured/apprenticeship/grants%20-%2033:36
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-richard-review-of-apprenticeships
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1d. Whilst most of the growth cases have since been resolved by the SFA’s 

announcement of 16th March that they would after all fund growth cases up to 

Period 8, we fear that damage has already been done, with many providers and 

employers having been deterred from taking bold steps forward with their 

Apprenticeship plans. Indeed, some providers who had their original requests 

turned down may well have begun to close provision down, only to find that the 

SFA have decided they can fund it after all.  None of this makes for certainty for 

planning for Apprenticeship provision amongst either employers or providers – 

something that must be sought for if we are to achieve the challenging 3m 

target. 

 

1e. At the time of the original denial of growth requests, the suspicion arose that the 

SFA/EFA were restricting growth on the basis that the introduction of the levy 

would fund all the growth necessary to reach the 3m target using the extra 

money it provided – in effect, “back-ending” growth in this parliament. There 

may actually be some sense in awaiting the arrival of significantly more of the 

new standards to replace current frameworks before driving up Apprenticeship 

starts significantly, given that the rationale is that the increased employer 

involvement in drawing the standards up will encourage many others to invest in 

them.  

 

1f. However, the process of drawing up the new standards is proving much more 

complex, far more time-consuming, and considerably more expensive in terms 

of employer time, resource and goodwill than either government or the 

trailblazer groups had originally envisaged, which led to the movement of the 

target date for switching off all frameworks from its original “hard” 2017 deadline 

date. This is welcome in that it will help to smooth operational transition from 

one regime to the other, minimising disruption to learners.  

 

1g. However, the issues raised by the denial of growth funding have in some 

senses been compounded by the SFA’s recent decision to reduce the funding 

rate for the Advanced Apprenticeship IT framework from April 1st - only around 

six weeks’ notice. This in-year reduction compromises business planning for 

providers and sets an unfortunate precedent for other frameworks that we 

believe are also under consideration. Providers cannot be expected to plan for a 

five-year Apprenticeships delivery target if they know that the rates they have 

planned to receive for their delivery can be summarily reduced in this way, and 

the hesitancy this uncertainty provokes will in turn have a damaging impact on 

both learners and employers as a result. 

 

1h. AELP also has longstanding concerns surrounding the demand for mandatory 

employer cash contributions, which makes no allowance for the already 

considerable in-kind contributions that employers make to Apprenticeship 
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training. This is particularly pertinent to SMEs; in broad terms, the 98% of 

companies that government claims will not be paying the levy and that form the 

engine of growth for the economy. There is a real risk that the introduction of 

mandatory cash contributions may deter many of them from becoming involved 

in Apprenticeship programmes at all, and we believe that employer 

contributions to funding should be offset at least in part by the in-kind support 

they are already providing. 

 

1i. Whilst supporting the drive to a 3m starts target for Apprenticeship in this 

parliament, we are concerned that the current shape of the reform proposals 

meant to facilitate it may not be giving sufficient weight to the input of 

stakeholders and the concerns of, and about, learners. It is in the sector’s 

interests to work with the government and employers to make Apprenticeships 

better for all, but some of the architecture of the reforms often appears not to 

recognise this despite the vital input the sector would be able to make, AELP 

does not believe that the 3m target and the notion of maintaining high quality 

apprenticeships are necessarily mutually exclusive, but we do believe the 

connection would be made stronger if supply side stakeholders were given 

more input into design and implementation.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



9 

 

2. The proposal for an Apprenticeship levy and how this may be 

implemented 

 

2a. AELP recognises that the Apprenticeship levy will drive engagement by larger 

employers in Apprenticeships; a drive which we believe will strongly impact on the 

prospects of sustained employment and career progression for individuals; bottom-

line productivity returns for employers; and the economic health of the nation 

through an enhanced skills base. It will also build the reputation of Apprenticeships 

as an esteemed and valid learning and employment route for school leavers 

alongside – instead of being a poor second to - the traditional academic/University 

route. There are however a number of key issues that still remain unanswered and 

the ambitious timelines that are being proposed for implementation may also create 

difficulties in transition and lead to unintended consequences. Undoubtedly this is 

why of late we have seen moves by BIS towards a more “phased” approach to 

some aspects of its introduction and this in our view is to be encouraged. 

 

2b. A relatively simple example of the difficulty and potential complexities inherent in 

running a dual system of funding is where employers may fall just below or above 

the levy payment levels. If, for example, a company has a payroll bill that only takes 

them marginally above the £15,000 allowance against the levy, then it is perfectly 

possible that they may not make enough payments to their levy account to pay for 

any Apprenticeships at all. Bearing in mind that every company with a pay bill of 

£3m or more will contribute, this will undoubtedly mean that a lot of employers will 

not pay enough into their accounts to even afford to train one Apprentice in return 

for their contribution. The situation gets considerably worse bearing in mind that 

many engineering and technical trades Apprenticeships cost several times even 

the average figure. 

 

2c. One answer to this is to allow employers to spend more than the levy amount they 

have paid, but it is unclear from where such money would come. The 

announcement in the Budget of the 16th March that employer contributions would 

be topped up by 10% of government funding is therefore welcome in principle in 

that it will help to boost demand and fund supply but raises the concern that the 

plan could lead (at least in principle) to an unsustainable drain on the public purse. 

 

2d. How funding will be drawn against the levy take also still requires clarification. The 

current Trailblazer model uses a “cap” system to control government expenditure 

against individual Apprenticeship standards, and it seems this is under 

consideration to be retained. However, by setting a cap to represent the maximum 

amount of government funding that would be made available, then for levy payers 

whose Apprenticeships are fully funded by payments they have already made, 

there is actually a reduced incentive to negotiate prices downwards as they would 

have to take on less staff (and thus incur less recruitment cost) to recoup their levy 
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“investment”. A cap actually therefore has the inadvertent effect of manifesting itself 

as the most usual level of payment – which then, to all intents and purposes, 

becomes a rate. AELP therefore believes it would be much simpler and easier to 

understand if instead of standards being set against a cap, they were actually just 

set against a rate. This would mean all employers, large or small, levy payers or 

not, would be operating under the same set of funding rules. 

 

2e. Yet another fundamental issue requiring thought from BIS is how public 

Apprenticeship spending will be controlled. By putting purchasing power in the 

hands of employers, government could lose control of both the rate of spending of 

public money and where and on what it is being spent.4 There has been talk of 

retaining provider contract values, but considering that the government is giving 

total choice to the employer of which provider they will contract with to deliver the 

Apprenticeships they require, it is already difficult to see how this could be 

calculated. For levy payers, the amounts being funded would be limited by 

whatever is in the levy “take”, but ultimately it seems that for non-levy payers the 

only way of controlling public investment in Apprenticeships is via provider 

contracts with limited volumes. 

 

2f. There is as yet no indication whether or not the current Trailblazer model of 

incentive payments may be retained – but if they are, we do not know whether this 

additional money would be accounted for against the individual levy payment of the 

employer, or whether it will be a true incentive in that it is “new” money coming 

back in addition to anything the employer paid in. If the former, then employers will 

have had their payments discounted and this will lessen the impact of the levy as a 

whole. All this just adds to the sense of uncertainty surrounding planning for the 

introduction of the levy, particularly if in the early stages any incentive payments 

have to be routed to employers via providers, instead of directly. Overarching this is 

an unresolved broad question about how levy-paying employers will be incentivised 

to take on 16-18 Apprentices, which is a key issue to resolve. 

 

2g. A similar problem arises with paying for support for disabled Apprentices and those 

with special needs. Under the current Trailblazer arrangements, the provider can 

instigate a call for support funds to be made available by government, which are 

not included in the amounts subject to capping. We would suggest that this 

principle should apply to all employers, whether levy-payers or not, in order to not 

disadvantage LLDD learners under the new regime. 

 

2h. It is still unclear as to how the levy take is to be allocated to the devolved nations. 

HMRC is unable to identify from which nation payroll liabilities have been 

                                                 
4
 Indeed, with regard to the devolved nations there is no guarantee that their share of the levy money will 

actually even be ringfenced for Apprenticeships at all, but could well be spent in other ways entirely – 
this impacts on the ability of English companies ever to be able to spend their full levy contribution, as 
promised, on Apprenticeships. This issue is dealt with in more detail below. 
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generated, so therefore an alternative method of calculating a fair and 

proportionate amount to each nation must be devised. If it is presumed that around 

20% of the total take is set to be devolved, this may mean that companies who only 

have (for example) English employees will bear a 20% cut in their allocation from 

the levy – in which case they cannot, as the government has indicated, get back 

from the levy at least what they put in, even with a 10% top-up. Yet there is no 

clear way to identify companies with cross-border workforces, which would at least 

enable a suitable proportion to be taken from their payments only. Employers with 

Apprentices in more than one nation will also find this difficult to understand as 

each country will have its own funding system and priorities. Clearly the amounts of 

Apprenticeship money devolved to each of the four nations must be fair, but it is 

difficult to see how this will be calculated, and we have not as yet seen any clear 

thinking proposing a solution. 

 

2i. It has been proposed that levy payments be subject to a fixed time within which 

they can be used, a proposal which has merit and with which we agree.  We 

understand that there is a proposal for a “sunset timeline” which will mean that any 

levy contributions made in one tax year remain available to be called upon by the 

employer until the end of the following tax year. This however presents some 

possible conundrums that need to be explored further. 

 

2j. For example, a levy contribution paid in April 2017 will be available to be called on 

until March 2019 – a period of 24 months. However a contribution made in April 

2018 will also “sunset” in March 2019 – a period of 12 months. Bearing in mind that 

some (particularly capital-intensive) Apprenticeships can take several years to 

complete and cost potentially (using the Trailblazer funding caps) up to £27,000 in 

total, this sliding scale of sunset timelines – effectively based on the month in which 

the payment happened to be made – does not appear to be based on the needs of 

either employers or learners, nor relate to the structure of contents of 

Apprenticeships. We believe therefore that these “sunset” proposals require further 

consideration before being confirmed, and that any sunset timelines imposed must 

take account of longer and more expensive Apprenticeships that incur higher cost 

to ensure that learners and employers wishing to undertake them are not 

disadvantaged. 

 

2k. A problem which re-emerges once more is that of VAT. When the government 

introduced loans for further education courses, AELP robustly pointed out that this 

meant courses run by independent providers would in many cases be 20% more 

expensive than equivalent courses run by Colleges of Further Education (who are 

not in scope for VAT), thus compromising affordability for learners based on no 

other rationale than the type of institution in which they choose to undertake their 

studies. The current Trailblazer model seems to demonstrate that for 

Apprenticeships too, the employer cash contribution will attract 20% VAT in most 

cases when the course is delivered by an independent provider. This clearly 
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undermines the aim to secure high-quality Apprenticeships delivery to employers 

by the best providers, because many of the best providers will be 20% more 

expensive by virtue of nothing more than the fact that they are not Colleges – this 

might possibly leading to a “drive to the bottom” by employers on the basis of price 

only and present an adverse risk to overall quality. 

 

2l. AELP was very robust in lobbying BIS and HMT to address this whole issue at the 

time of the introduction of FE loans to no avail – we are now asking that they revisit 

the issue once again and this time find a satisfactory solution. We would ask the 

Committee to seriously consider supporting us in this call. 
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3. The institutional architecture of current provision and how this 

may be affected by the proposed Institute for Apprenticeships 

3a. AELP has always warned against a roll-out of the new Apprenticeship standards in 

order to meet an arbitrary deadline. The original deadline date of 2017 has now 

been modified to allow for the extension of some frameworks beyond this date, a 

move with which we agree because what is vital is not to meet a political target 

date for change but to make sure that changes are made in such a way as to be 

effective and sustainable. Organisations also need time to adapt their programmes 

for operational delivery, because the full range of standards and assessment plans 

are proving slower to emerge than was originally anticipated – something that is an 

issue for employers and providers alike - and we should not be rushing them into 

place as a result. Many Trailblazer groups are still struggling to put together 

effective assessment strategies, and AELP (along with AoC) have put together 

Provider Readiness Groups to aid this process. However, there is still a relative 

shortage of companies able or willing to assess the new standards, and it is difficult 

to see how the new system can be fully implemented and operational when, in the 

absence of assessment arrangements, a full pricing of the process (let alone a 

delivery plan) cannot be agreed with the employer. 

 

3b. We welcome the concept of the Institute of Apprenticeships (IfA) as becoming the 

over-arching “owner” of the Apprenticeships system and the quality within it. We 

are however disappointed at the government’s decision not to explicitly involve 

other stakeholders (including providers) on the Board of the IfA. Its rationale is that 

it wishes the IfA to be “employer-led”, but this ignores the experience of the 

Trailblazers, which were originally set firmly against involvement of providers in 

their deliberations before it became clear that little progress was able to be made 

without reference to them. In our view we are clear that there should be 

stakeholders involved at a very senior level in the IfA, with appointments made by 

public process. 

 

3c. Whilst we are confident that whatever the final make-up of the Board, it will see the 

benefits of working with providers, we cannot see a sensible reason why providers 

should not be represented amongst its members in any case. This would ensure 

that proper account is taken of a “sense-check” of the reality of viability, quality and 

deliverability from those who actually have to undertake it. 
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4. Take-up of apprenticeships amongst 16-19 year olds and steps 

that can be taken to make more young people aware of available 

opportunities 

4a. AELP’s longstanding position is that England should have an all-age careers 

service, with the DfE and BIS jointly presiding over a single structure built around 

the services of the National Careers Service – the focus must clearly be all-age 

however, and not any one particular age group. It is clear in the experience of our 

members that the absence of a strong central careers guidance system has 

coincided with a deterioration in the general system of provision of information, 

advice and guidance for young people across the country, and that it is now more 

difficult than ever for parents to play their part in making post-16 decisions with 

young people. 

 

4b. There are of course some examples of good practice amongst the proliferation of 

careers provision initiatives that are now flourishing, but the deliberately 

decentralised nature of much of it has not, as was hoped by policy-makers, 

equated with any general improvement in the effectiveness of fulfilling such needs. 

This is sometimes because schools have the will to provide sound careers 

guidance but lack the capacity and expertise to lead it successfully themselves; but 

in very many cases, it is because the schools just do not see information, advice 

and guidance on careers – and particularly promoting Apprenticeship and other 

work-based options – as a priority. 

 

4c. All too often, schools are still tempted by their funding mechanism – and by the 

traditional primacy of academic education in the UK above all else – to see 

Apprenticeships as a second-string option for their pupils. In one case quoted to us 

by a member, they found a local school very willing to host them in a talk about 

Intermediate or Advanced Apprenticeship options, but who also explicitly instructed 

them not to mention Higher Level or Degree Apprenticeships as it could cream off 

some of the A-level cohort or reduce UCAS applications, neither of which seem on 

the face of it to relate to giving primacy to the interests and wishes of the learner as 

opposed to the school. This sort of anecdote is by no means unusual from our 

members right across the country. This makes recent legislative moves to force 

schools to allow providers access to schools, students and parents to give 

information on Apprenticeship and other work-based options so important – albeit 

regrettable that it has taken legislation to do it.  

 

4d. There are some mixed views within our membership about the best way forward for 

careers services, with some arguing for a more localised service as opposed to the 

notion of centralising. The rationale for the establishment of the Careers and 

Enterprise Company (CAEC) is also unclear as it would have been simpler and 

more effective to give their remit to the National Careers Service instead of building 

something new and potentially duplicatory in many ways. One issue that could 
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have been addressed (and has not been) is the absence of any robust way for any 

individual school, parent or learner to be able to judge the relative worth, quality or 

effectiveness of the various careers guidance initiatives that are emerging, and this 

is contributing to the problems. 

 

4e. On balance, AELP’s view is that the National Careers Service (NCS) offers a better 

prospect for advancing the overall effectiveness of good quality impartial careers 

advice and guidance to young people nationally, rather than setting up a whole new 

body in the form of the CAEC. The NCS should be a national service providing a 

fundamental level of careers guidance support, including guidance for schools and 

parents wishing to select effective services from a range provided by the market. 

We do not believe the CAEC has added anything to the provision of careers 

services that could not have been more efficiently addressed in the way we 

describe, and in fact can be argued to have just made the situation worse. 
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5. The process of applying for apprenticeships 

5a. One regrettable but possibly unavoidable side-effect of the plans to implement an 

Apprenticeship levy have been some reports that employers are “waiting to see 

what happens” with regard to the levy and how it actually works, before committing 

to taking on Apprentices. We do not believe however that this is widespread, as 

starts numbers appear to be holding up and there was a huge unmet demand for 

funding for Apprenticeship growth at the recent growth point (albeit the larger part 

of this was refused for 16-18 year old Apprenticeships). 

 

5b. More importantly, the recent denial of funding for growth cases for many 16-18 

Apprenticeships has sent a negative signal to employers who have been 

persuaded to engage in the Apprenticeship programme, to providers who have 

taken risks in going for growth, and to young people who are ready to commence 

Apprenticeship programmes. This situation has happened before and every time it 

happens it knocks the confidence of providers who may otherwise be willing to go 

out and help to create the growth that is required by government, and it damages 

the credibility of the programme generally. 

 

5c. Moreover, we are now receiving reports from members that many employers are 

becoming nervous about the forthcoming changes and are saying that they need to 

be planning for future recruitment, but cannot do so when so uncertain about the 

employment and training costs in taking on Apprentice costs. For example, very 

few of the new standards have a working final assessment model yet (only a 

theoretical one), which means not only have the costs for this not yet been finalised 

but even more concerning than this is that there are an increasing number of 

Apprentices applying for, and on, programmes that currently have no way of 

actually being completed. 
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6. Routes for progression to higher qualifications for current 

apprentices 

6a. For far too long, UK Universities have been unwilling to consider the attainment of 

vocational qualifications as part of their admissions process, and indeed UCAS had 

not made it a part of their application forms. This is beginning to change and this is 

very welcome, as is the increasing prevalence of higher-level Apprenticeships and 

the advent of Degree Apprenticeships. All of these are moves in the right direction 

to allow young people to choose a route towards career success that is right for 

them, rather than being shoe-horned into either purely academic or purely 

vocational routes. Choices are rarely this clear-cut, and hybrid routes of education 

and training progression are clearly needed if the UK is to continue to succeed and 

prosper. Our fundamental view is therefore that there needs to be a system that 

explains all options, and a process for ensuring that that young people can express 

a clear interest in pursuing vocational routes, including Higher Apprenticeships, 

with the same clarity as is available for the university system.  
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7. The quality of, and minimum standards for, apprenticeships, and 

how standards can be enforced 

7a. We welcome the establishment of the Institute for Apprenticeships (IfA) to oversee 

the quality of Apprenticeships standards going forward. It is exactly right that this 

body should be employer-led, but experience of the beginnings of the Trailblazer 

process showed how vital it is that all stakeholders should be closely involved in its 

activities in order to make sure that high quality provision is deliverable, viable and 

effective.  

 

7b. Clarification of the arrangements for overall governance of the standards (and 

indeed all the delivery elements of the Apprenticeship reform programme) by the 

IfA is also welcome, albeit a little overdue – uncertainty about how standards would 

be reviewed or renewed going forward has been rife for some time and has not 

helped to establish their potential long-term credibility. 

 

7c. The Enterprise Bill that was published by the House of Commons on February 11th 

gave some strong indications of the potential extent of the remit of the IfA, most of 

which was predicted and is welcome. However there are some areas which give us 

cause for concern; for example, by appearing on a number of occasions to extend 

this power of quality oversight to a very operational level, which threatens to make 

it a large and potentially slightly unwieldy organisation. We believe this would be a 

mistake, and that the IfA should concentrate on the high-level quality of the 

standards themselves rather than moving to micro-manage individual assessments 

themselves. 
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8. Lessons from other countries’ approaches to apprenticeships 

8a. International experience of both AELP and its members tells a very clear story – 

the English Apprenticeship system is held in very high esteem globally, at least as 

much as the much-vaunted German system5. Indeed, even President Obama (as 

previously mentioned) views the English system as an example to follow. 

 

8b. It is therefore difficult to understand why our own government is so keen to 

overhaul the entire process in such a fundamental way and at such speed – a 

speed which appears to be entirely dictated by political expediency rather than with 

reference to the actual needs of industry or the realities of operational delivery. 

That said, AELP is supportive of the concept of the trailblazer process as it appears 

in principle to be an effective way of properly articulating employer need, which can 

be translated by the sector into a meaningful training offer.  

 

8c. If there are lessons to be learned from Apprenticeships abroad, it is, for the most 

part, that the system we have works well – indeed the government’s own evidence 

has long since shown that there was little appetite from industry or learners to 

reform the process we had.6 We must therefore be very careful when seeking to 

reform a successful programme in case we find ourselves inadvertently dismantling 

its success; reform for its own sake, over an arbitrarily fast timescale, will do no-one 

any good. It should always be borne in mind that the evidence shows that the 

system we currently have is popular, works well and is respected around the world, 

so the sector as a whole is clear that our next steps forward should only ever seek 

to improve upon it. 

 

                                                 
5
 Though there is some evidence that the Germans themselves are beginning to discuss what they see as 

increasingly serious shortcomings in their own model – see http://www.bertelsmann-
stiftung.de/de/themen/aktuelle-meldungen/2015/november/das-duale-ausbildungssystem-steht-unter-druck/  
6
 See AELP Briefing Paper 6 for the evidence base that was available at the beginning of the reform process that 

showed high levels of employer satisfaction with what was already in place - 
http://www.aelp.org.uk/news/submissions/details/aelp-briefing-paper-no6-apprenticeship-funding-pro/ 

http://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/de/themen/aktuelle-meldungen/2015/november/das-duale-ausbildungssystem-steht-unter-druck/
http://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/de/themen/aktuelle-meldungen/2015/november/das-duale-ausbildungssystem-steht-unter-druck/
http://www.aelp.org.uk/news/submissions/details/aelp-briefing-paper-no6-apprenticeship-funding-pro/
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