
 The Role of Independent Providers in Technical 
Education Reforms 

 
Introduction 
1. This paper gives an overview of the current proposals for T-levels following the 

publication of the Post-16 Skills Plan in July 2016, and the Spring Budget of 2017. It 
particularly highlights the potential role and positioning of independent training 
providers (ITPs) with regard to these proposals, arguing that they should not be seen as 
a “college-only” strand of provision by either the department or the sector more 
generally. 

 
An overview 
2. The technical education (TE) reforms – originally known as “technical and professional 

education reforms” - were first conceived in the Sainsbury Review (formally known as 
the Report of the Independent Panel on Technical Education1) and made flesh in the 
Post-16 Skills Plan2. Whilst the apprenticeship reforms may have been almost 
unprecedented in scale, another way of looking at the TE reforms is that the 
apprenticeship reforms are just one component part of what TE is about – they have the 
prospect of being in some ways more far-reaching even than those we have just been 
through. 

 
3. TE has been recently couched in the currency of “T-Levels”, a two-year full-time 

programme of study announced in the 2017 Spring budget that very loosely (and not 
altogether accurately) might equate to a technical version of A-levels. This is a concept 
and currency that providers have quickly grasped and understood, but it has also had the 
effect of making many ITPs believe that that this is somehow a “college thing” – a strand 
of full-time provision that as work-based ITPs they will somehow not need to worry 
about. 

 
4. However, whilst the early pronouncements of what the Skills Plan will entail may have 

been expressed in “college” language, the discussions that have been going on around 
them have increasingly been open to the idea that it is not just colleges that will deliver, 
and that they may not have to be confined to an orthodox academic year timetable 
either. This therefore means that ITPs are not only not ruled out of the scope of TE by 
any means, but can and must play a significant and constructive part in helping to shape 
what the reforms look like. 

 
5. ITPs certainly cannot afford to ignore T-levels because, given the learners will need to 

come from somewhere, they will certainly displace other existing forms of provision. The 
first cohort to study T-levels will emerge from those who are currently aged around 13  

                                                           
1 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/536046/Report_of_the_Independent_Panel_
on_Technical_Education.pdf  
2 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/536043/Post-16_Skills_Plan.pdf  
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or 14, and some of those that may have chosen to do an apprenticeship may instead choose to follow a 
new T-level -  thus driving down the potential pool of apprenticeship applicants. At the very least 
therefore, ITPs need to understand in a passive sense what the new “competition” will be.  

 
6. More actively, they should consider engaging with the TE reforms, contributing to development with a 

view to possible delivery in some form. “Engaging “with T-levels does not exclusively mean setting up 
two-year full-time classroom-based delivery - it could mean (for example) that an end-to-end 
apprenticeship provider uses its employer engagement capabilities to collaborate with another provider 
(such as a college) to produce a coherent, effective and comprehensive T-level offer for an area. In the 
same way that subcontracting and partnership happens under all sorts of existing provision, so it can and 
will happen under T-levels – but if ITPs ignore the current opportunity to help to shape the provision 
they may find themselves having to deliver something that has been imposed upon them, rather than 
something that they have been active in being able to formulate. The worst scenario would be that they 
are unable to deliver it at all. 
 

7. It is clear that there is significant government backing for the reforms, with Secretary of State for 
Education Justine Greening making a major speech on the subject in July 2017 in which she exhorted 
employers to play their part in contributing to their design and implementation3. It has also become 
clear, particularly since the 2017 general election, that the Department for Education (DfE) is keen to 
pursue what is being termed a policy of “co-creation” – not to be seen to be imposing a top-down strand 
of provision but to generate something worthwhile and effective by utilising expertise and experience 
from across the post-16 sector. This is therefore a clear invitation and opportunity for ITPs to engage. 

 
What does a T-level comprise? 
8. At present there are only broadbrush ideas to work with, as a full consultation on the development of T-

levels is expected in the autumn of 2017. It will be important for all providers – including ITPs – to 
respond to the consultation to make sure it takes account of all possible models and implications of 
delivery.  
 

9. The concentration of effort is currently on development at Levels 2 and 3 and on delivery to 16-18 year 
olds, although ultimately there should be a range of appropriate T-levels related to each occupational 
area, under the 15 routes being established by the Institute for Apprenticeships (IfA)4 – these are 
discussed in more detail below.  
 

10. In terms of the precise proposed design of T-levels, the only certain factors at present are:  
 

a) they will be full-time two-year courses;  
b) they will be funded at or around 900 hours per year;  
c) they must include a work placement element lasting up to three months which will need to be 

satisfactorily completed for a T-level award to be made. 
 
11. Exactly how this translates into an operational reality is the challenge that now faces the sector, and is at 

the root of the discussions and debate currently taking place. As already noted, formal consultations are 
expected in the autumn of 2017. 

 
                                                           
3 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/justine-greening-britain-needs-a-skills-revolution  
4 The IfA will become the Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education (IfATE) as of April 2018, when they assume responsibility for the 
delivery of the TE reforms. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/justine-greening-britain-needs-a-skills-revolution


Technical Education Panels 
12. Ultimately all technical skills work, including T-levels and apprenticeships, will be classed under one of 15 

routes announced in the Skills Plan, each of which will come under the remit of a panel of professionals. 
The IfA have (as at July 2017) appointed 15 panel chairs5 to what are now known as Technical Education 
T-level Panels - previously referred to as “Panels of Professionals” - and are in the process of an open 
competition to find panel members with expertise in the respective occupational areas6.  
 

 
 

13. The panels will ultimately govern all standards within their route both for the development of 
apprenticeship standards and for any other qualifications or programme such as T-levels. Given that 
some apprenticeships standards already exist, this will mean that a process of “retro-fitting” may have to 
take place in order to create a suitable overall route standard that can accommodate them. Each 
standard should in theory outline a common core of skills needs that would apply to all occupations in 
the route, from which more precise occupational standards can be devised. A full occupational map is 
currently in the process of being produced by the DfE (it may be published with the autumn 
consultation) but the famous illustrative “water sprinkler” diagram (above) that has been available for 
some time indicates how it may work. 

 
14. One of the recommendations of the Sainsbury Panel was that technical qualifications in each 

occupational area at and below Level 4 should be offered by only one awarding organisation (AO), by 
way of a licence awarded following an open competition. Noticeably this proposal did not extend to 
higher level qualifications, though the rationale why these should be different is unclear. 

 
15. It is interesting that recent research published by the DfE itself7 has now questioned this policy, 

concluding that limiting access to a single AO may create a “risk of system failure” by reducing 
competition for the route in future and leaving the sector exposed in the case of market failure, and 
warning that “Those AOs that do not successfully win the contract may not be able to viably continue 

                                                           
5 http://feweek.co.uk/2017/04/21/institute-for-apprenticeships-announces-route-panel-chairs-and-apprentice-panel/   
6 https://publicappointments.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/appointment/technical-education-t-level-panels-formerly-referred-to-as-panels-of-professionals/  
7https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/629694/Assessing_the_VQ_market.pdf?utm_source=eshot&utm_
medium=email&utm_campaign=CountdownIssue833  
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offering services in the market until the next contract is awarded, leaving few or no credible alternatives 
to existing licensees.” This policy was also criticised in another context by the Education Select 
Committee in 20138.  

 
“Full-time” 
16. In announcing T-levels in the Spring budget of 2017, the Chancellor Philip Hammond announced  that 

funding will be given to “increas(e) the number of programme hours of training for 16-19 year olds 
on technical routes by more than 50% to over 900 hours a year on average, including the 
completion of a high quality industry work placement during the programme”9  It is not completely 
clear yet what this means – for example, whether the qualification will be funded according to actual or 
planned hours of training, or whether  900 hours is simply an indicative planning assumption and that 
participation above or below 900 hours could be funded at the requisite rate according to the hours 
actually undertaken. ITPs have an important role to play in refining these rules in order to make the 
reforms viable and deliverable. 

 
17. An early criticism of the Sainsbury Panel report was its referral to “college-based” routes of study (as 

against apprenticeships) , which in language terms did not appear to recognise that such study could be 
undertaken anywhere other than colleges. More accurately, it should have read “classroom-based” or 
“provider-based”, because there is no inherent reason why a T-level must or can only be delivered 
according to an academic year timetable. Indeed, in order for a suitable supply of work placements to be 
available throughout a year, it may actually be preferable for them to be delivered on something more 
like a roll-on roll-off basis. 

 
18. ITPs are of course well placed to be able to work with this form of delivery, and the provision of roll-on 

roll-off T-levels would in principle give much more choice and access to learners. It is vital therefore that 
ITPs make their voices heard in engaging with the debate at this early stage of construction; an 
opportunity which clearly presents itself to all in the sector via the planned autumn consultation. 

 
Work placements 
19. The provision of work placements is a central tenet of the Sainsbury proposals and the Post-16 Skills 

Plan; perhaps unsurprisingly, as it resonates with the 2011 Alison Wolf Review of Technical Education10, 
and Professor Wolf was a member of the Sainsbury Panel. Employers clearly find that the absence of 
work experience (in terms of work readiness) amongst young people is a barrier to employment and 
progress, and in principle the provision of work placements as a part of a course of study to address this 
problem makes sense. 

 
20. However, a basic underpinning tenet of the positioning of placements within these proposals needs to 

be established – whether they exist to allow the learner to apply and complete their studies (in which 
case the employer must be persuaded to accommodate the learner on the qualification’s terms) or 
whether they there to build employability skills more generally and to demonstrate a suitability for 
employment (in which case the employer can set the terms on which the placement is given). This is vital 
to know because the marketing narrative to employers in the former scenario will be very different to 
that in the latter, and providers will have to know what it is they are seeking to set up, and what it aims 
to do, in order not to mislead employers or learners. 

                                                           
8 http://www.parliament.uk/documents/commons-committees/Education/EIGHTH-REPORT-GCSEs-to-ECBs-Reform-HC-
808.pdf?utm_source=eshot&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=CountdownIssue833  
9 http://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/Commons/2017-06-21/485  
10 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-vocational-education-the-wolf-report  
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21. There are some further very substantial practical issues to consider before implementation can be put in 

place. The Sainsbury Panel posited that around 250,000 such work placements would be needed each 
year, but DfE have now modelled that figure downwards to 180,000. This however relates only to the 
numbers of 16-18 year olds each year who would follow T-levels at Levels 2 and 3. Once we factor in the 
64,000 work placements required for the transition year (see below), plus those required for 16-18 year 
olds at other levels of study, plus other age groups following T-levels at any level at all, and we are 
quickly north of 500,000 work placement oppportunities required each year – and that is presuming 
each learner only requires one placement in order to complete their T-level. It also does not take 
account of other work experience programmes that are underway – for example, from schools, from 
welfare-to-work providers, from Jobcentre Plus, and elsewhere – nor the numbers of Supported 
Internships that the Post-16 Skills Plan recommended should be made available by right to any LLDD 
young person that would benefit from them. It also does not account for employers whom, having had a 
successful work placement experience, then employ the learner, and thereby withdraw the opportunity 
for a work placement to be offered at all. 

 
22. T-level work placements will also need to satisfy a number of other criteria:  
 

a. They will need to be of “high quality”.  
b. There need to be enough placements available in one geographical area to make a T-level class viable 

and in order to ensure that all learners have the chance to complete.  
c. They need to be available in the right sectors at the right time – for example, work placements in a 

particular sector (for example one with seasonal working)  may only actually be available at certain 
points in the year, and the development of T-levels will need to take this into account. 

 
23. Work placements could take various forms and it is likely this will be decided on a sector-by-sector basis, 

though ultimately it may be down to the provider to organise, subject to local availability. They could be 
long block release, day release, several different shorter block periods through the time of the T-level, or 
some combination of these. Providers may therefore need to consider whether the class go out on their 
various forms of placement at the same time – which could give a placement availability volume and 
timing issue – or they personalise the work placements timing to each student, making whole-class 
teaching delivery more difficult. Decisions of this nature may of course depend on the local industrial 
infrastructure and whether supply can meet demand at any given point. 

 
24. Additionally, some T-levels learners may well have part-time jobs, and considerable thought is being 

given as to whether they would they be expected to give these up in order to undertake work 
placements, or whether the part-time jobs could in some way act as an equivalent or proxy to the work 
placement if in an appropriate sector. Either way, it is certainly the case that being forced to give up an 
income in order to take a placement may cause some intractable access issues for some learners. 

 
25. In general the feeling is that a longer work placement (of up to three months) offers the prospect of a far 

better work placement experience for the learner and the employer – the learner could for example be 
given a specific project to work on for a period of time that ultimately might contribute to productivity, 
and overall both employer and learner have a less compressed time to get to know the work and each 
other better. Some employers have already expressed reservations that having extended work 
experience placements of this type does not sit comfortably unless they can in some way recompense 
the learner – but they do not want to set up formal employee relationships. International research has 



indicated that most other countries employing this form of technical education delivery do not pay 
learners directly, although the culture of work placements is more established in such countries, leading 
to less concerns there about the overall concept than is perhaps currently the case in the UK. 

 
26. These will undoubtedly be very difficult issues to overcome in their entirety, but clearly ITPs, with 

recognised expertise in employer engagement (not least through the identification and management of 
apprenticeship placements) are in a strong position to contribute to solving them. As mentioned earlier, 
it is relatively clear to see collaborative models evolving between colleges who have the facilities to offer 
full-time learning, and ITPs who have the employer engagement expertise to set up and manage 
placements. 

 
English and maths 
27. It is very likely that each T-level will have English/maths requirements, but it is not yet clear what form 

these will take or how they will be delivered.  
 
28. The issues here are complex: if the T-level is full-time at 900 hours then those requiring maths and 

English training in addition to this may not have the time to study them, unless the time is displaced 
from the 900 hours – which would set them at a disadvantage to those who do not need the maths and 
English training. If a certain level of maths and English is required on entry however, then this could be 
seen as an impediment to access and social mobility.  

 
29. Nothing is yet certain and there is much to consider, but clearly collaboration between providers could 

offer some innovative solutions. It is vital therefore that independents engage in the discussions 
surrounding development, to ensure that implementation plans are developed with a range of possible 
models that give scope for partnership and collaboration in as many forms as possible. 

 
Transition Year 
30. The Sainsbury Panel recommended the development of what was termed a “transition year”, specifically 

with reference to those with learning difficulties and special needs who might otherwise find it difficult 
to access a T-level without further training.  
 

31. Subsequent to the publication of the Skills Plan, the “transition year” seems to increasingly be seen as 
generally referring to any form of pre-T level training designed to have T-levels as a primary destination. 
In this respect therefore, in principle this may differ little from existing Study Programmes, which are 
tailored forms of provision intended to ultimately “deliver” a learner at Level 2 (or as near as possible). 
As a result, the term “transition year” may be a misnomer – it may not be a year, and its “transition” 
element should probably be more accurately described as “progression”. The “transition year” may well 
become a set of guidelines or principles for the composition of Study Programmes that have progress to 
a T-level as a core aim, rather than becoming a discrete strand of provision in itself.  

 
32. Again, this has important implications for ITPs, many of whom deliver Study Programmes to highly 

disadvantaged cohorts. If your Study Programme will be looking to incorporate T-levels as a destination – 
or more precisely, if your Study Programme learners begin to wish aiming for T-levels as a destination - 
then you must understand what they are, their intent and how they are delivered in order to prepare an 
appropriate learning programme. It must be sensible therefore to take the invitation and opportunity to 
influence the shape of that destination from the beginning, rather than stand off and wait for 



instructions later, which may hand a competitive advantage to others and may or may not ultimately 
work in the interests of your learners. 

 
“Bridging” 
33. An underpinning tenet of the Post-16 Skills Plan is that it should enable learners to smoothly “bridge” 

between academic and technical paths of learning, as outlined in the diagram below: 
 

 
 
“Bridging” provision still requires development, but at a very simplistic level, it may mean that learners who 
have undertaken (for example) a Built Environment A-level will require health and safety training and a CSCS 
card before they move to higher level technical education; or that a T-level student may require some 
additional theoretical underpinning foundation work before moving on to a degree. However, until the T-
levels themselves have been developed it is difficult to be in any way certain about the composition of 
bridging provision, because we do not yet know what they are bridging to or from. 
 
Funding 
The 2017 budget announced a phasing-in of funding for T-levels. This starts with £60m being released from 
April 2018, rising to £500m per year by the time of full rollout in 202211. 
 

 
 
Although not specifically made clear in documentation, recent discussions have indicated that this funding is 
targeted at 16-18 year olds studying T-levels to Levels 2 and 3 only – which would infer that if the plan is to 

                                                           
11 Table below from https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/597467/spring_budget_2017_web.pdf  
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roll the reforms out to higher levels and older age groups, then more funding would be needed. This is not 
however definite in any way. 
 
An initial £50m is being released in April 2018 to fund the move to new work placements – much of it is likely 
to go on revenue funding but there may be some element put into capacity and infrastructure-building. 
Exactly how this money will be disbursed has not yet been decided. Interestingly the Skills Minister has also 
announced that there would be £15m made available over two years for a “Strategic College Improvement 
Fund”, which will provide focussed support for weaker colleges. However, it does seem strange that colleges 
should be given access to extra funding if the DfE policy intention is to be inclusive of all parts of the sector in 
developing, implementing and delivering T-levels, and AELP will be monitoring this situation closely. 
 
The timetable 
The timetable outlined in the Skills Plan (below) was always ambitious, and immediately became more so 
once the 2017 General Election was called bringing much policy development to a standstill. 
 

 
 
The emphasis of the timetable has now however been adapted, with Skills Minister Anne Milton announcing 
that whilst the plan to be teaching all routes by September 2022 would hold, first teaching would not now be 
timetabled until Sept 2020, one year later than indicated above. This immediately puts less pressure on the 
interim milestones – particularly those relating to development of the qualifications – and allows more time 
and attention to be placed on ensuring they produce the right ultimate output. Some critics have presented 
this move as evidence of a “crisis”, but in the view of the vast majority of the sector it is a sensible response 
to the input from those being expected to meet this timetable, that it was not realistic as it stood and would 
not produce the quality output required. 2022 is still challenging – but there is now some breathing space 
and this is to be welcomed. 
 
It also makes it less likely that the plans may, by virtue of being rushed to meet a timetable, fall into the trap 
of defaulting to the path of least resistance rather than seeking to mould a comprehensive and high-quality 
outcome. The initial thinking of the DfE was certainly that T-levels would be college-based and delivered on a 
traditional academic year timetable. Both assumptions are now being increasingly questioned and the 
department’s willingness to promote “co-creation” – and the inclusion of AELP and the language of ITPs in 
many of the recent pronouncements – indicate an understanding that there is a clear role for ITPs to play 
and an opportunity for them to do so. 



 
In short.... 
Particularly in view of their flexible models of delivery and sector specialisms, it is clear that ITPs are in a 
strong position to help to develop and deliver high-quality employer-focussed T-levels. It is therefore 
important that the reforms generally properly integrate with existing high-quality strands of technical 
provision such as apprenticeships, so that T-levels can lead to apprenticeships or vice-versa. In this respect 
the fact that 76% of apprenticeships are delivered at the front-line by ITPs means that it is not just sensible, 
but vital, that ITPs engage comprehensively in the development of the reforms. Indeed, particularly in the 
early days whilst the concept becomes established, it is likely to be employers already engaged with 
apprenticeships – usually through ITPs – that are likely to be the most productive source of T-level 
placement places.  
 
There is much to work on, but it is clear that there are also big prizes to be gained for all at the end of it. For 
the best benefit to be gained form this opportunity, the proposals must remain institution-neutral - but for 
that to be meaningful then ITPs must act now and take the opportunity themselves to become engaged and 
contribute to the development debate. 
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