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Education Committee Inquiry into the Quality of Apprenticeships and Skills Training 

Submission by: Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) 
  

7 key recommendations for the Education Committee to consider:  
 

1. While the policy is driving for quality improvements in apprenticeships and greater training and 
development should achieve this, apprentices, employers and inspectors have satisfaction rates of 
over 80%.  We should not be complacent, but we should also be careful not to undermine a well-
respected training and development system. 
 

2. Funding has absolute direct correlation to quality of provision. How can any provider deliver a 
quality apprenticeship, with 20% off-the-job, over a minimum 12-month programme when the 
maximum amount of funding on some standards and frameworks is up to £1,500 per apprentice? 
Adequate funding is required to ensure the programmes can be delivered in both a compliant way 
and produce good or outstanding results for all levels in all sectors. 

 

3. Quality of delivery is not determined by duration and quantity of off-the-job training delivered.  
Ofsted would agree with this and we need a more flexible approach standard by standard to 
determine the appropriate forms of delivery to gain the knowledge, skills and behaviour required. It 
is key to enable greater flexibility on the delivery of off-the-job at a standard by standard level, 
whilst mandating the requirement for provider and assessment organisation involvement and 
expertise advising every trailblazer group. 

 

4. Many aspects of the current policy are having the unintended consequences of simply working 
against social justice.  For example: 

o Removal of nationally recognised qualifications from standards further reduces the mobility 
of the apprentice. Qualifications are portable and recognised by employers. 

o The drive for higher levels and larger companies leaving the most disadvantaged apprentices 
isolated in an apprenticeship desert with no local delivery in their local businesses and no 
ability to step on to the progression pathway.  

o The compulsory employer contribution is a disincentive to hire an apprentice especially 
when additional work is required to support the most disadvantaged apprentices or younger 
apprentices with less initial work and life experience. AELP is calling for the government to 
fully fund apprenticeships for all 16-24 years old at non-levy paying employers. 

 

5. Don’t undermine the role which subcontracting plays in the system until the clunky current funding 
system is replaced in April 2019. The results of the ITT issued in December 2017 resulted in a decline 
of nearly 200 incumbent providers, a catastrophic 30% cut.  So the problem remains that around 1 in 
every 3 providers on the register still can’t deliver apprenticeship training to non-levy paying 
employers. It is critical to consider the impact on specialist provision, the need for appropriate 
coverage with regard to geography, programme level and sector.  Over the next 18 months there is 
more flexibility needed in the rules to allow new sub-contracting delivery models to develop rather 
than expecting providers to shift to the new rules immediately from January 2018.  From April 2019 
there will be more flexibility with all providers on the ESFA’s apprenticeship register being able to 
contract directly but rules should not be stifling valuable consortium approaches. 

 

6. Give Ofsted sole overarching responsibility for determining quality, particularly for on-the-job 
training within all apprenticeships whatever level, whilst ensuring there is adequate resource to do 
this, and that the Common Inspection Framework (CIF) is valid and current.  

 

7. Give Ofqual the responsibility as the single overarching responsibility body for external quality 
assurance (EQA) - they have the required expertise and the apprenticeship system requires 
consistency and robustness. 
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The quality of current provision 
 

To answer this, we need to answer a number of key questions: 
 
What is an apprenticeship? The formal definition of an apprenticeship is a job with training to industry 
standards.  It should be about entry to a recognised occupation, involve a substantial programme of on and 
off-the-job training and the apprentice’s occupational competence should be tested by an independent, end 
point assessment.  
 
Apprenticeships are employer-led: employers set the standards, create the demand for apprentices to meet 
their skills needs, fund the apprenticeship and are responsible for employing and training the apprentice. But 
the needs of the apprentice are equally important: to achieve competence in a skilled occupation, which is 
transferable and secures long term earnings potential, greater security and the capability to progress in the 
workplace. Not all training is an apprenticeship. Work experience alone, shorter duration training for a job, 
attending a course, or assessing and certificating an employee who is already working in the occupation, are 
all positive forms of learning and accreditation at work but they are not apprenticeships.  
 
Although this official definition notionally sounds reasonable, the reliance of only formally testing apprentice 
competency at the end of the programme is a significant step-change from the former approach of regular 
ongoing validation.  For many skills and competencies, as well as guaranteeing breadth, end point 
assessment alone is often not adequate.  Despite being told “employers are in the driving seat” and these 
standards are “employer-led” the approach of government to attempt to challenge the employer-led 
trailblazers’ inclusion of nationally recognised qualifications in standards and seeking to remove 
qualifications from approved standards as they are reviewed, removes the ability to effectively track 
competency through the apprentice’s journey as well as ultimately reducing the mobility of apprentices. 
 
What is a quality apprenticeship?   Just to be crystal clear level should not be used as a proxy measure for 
quality. High level does not mean high quality, just as the lower level apprenticeships should not be assumed 
to be low quality. To believe otherwise is simply an elitist and blinkered view that belittles many thousands 
of level 2 and level 3 apprentices who have been trained over the last number of years and seriously 
undermines the government’s ambition to tackle social mobility. 
 
A quality apprenticeship should be defined as an effective tripartite partnership between the apprentice, the 
provider and the employer. The apprentice’s individual skills should be clearly identified at the start, 
followed by an effective and structured programme of learning to ensure the development of new skills, 
knowledge and behaviours which are delivered on a timely basis. Valuable and significant progress can be 
achieved across most sectors at level 2 as much as at level 7, and indeed the marginal benefit at level 2 is 
often substantially greater than that at higher levels. 
 
We also strongly disagree with the Institute for Apprenticeships (IfA) that a proper measure of a quality 
apprenticeship is “20% off-the-job and lasts at least 12 months in duration”. We believe that these measures 
are clearly contractual requirements of government funding and monitored and measured by the Education 
& Skills Funding Agency (ESFA) (not Ofsted) and should be identified as such. To call them quality measures 
of an apprenticeship is misleading and erroneous.  Indeed, this is one of a number of examples where the 
ESFA applies and measures pseudo quality measures that has a significant negative impact on the effective 
quality delivery of an apprenticeship. 
 

Importance of Apprenticeship Standards, End Point Assessment (EPA) and External Quality Assurance 
(EQA). Without high quality apprenticeship standards, without suitable external end point assessment (in 
place and ready to deliver prior to an apprentice starting their programme) and without a robust and a 
consistent approach to external quality assurance, then developing a true quality apprenticeship will never 
be achieved.  
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Apprenticeship standards need to be high quality products which have been designed to meet the needs of 
all employers of all sizes. When delivering standards, there needs to be more focus on teaching and learning. 
Assessment plans also need to be significantly more robust, with early assessment plans approved for 
delivery lacking tangible input from experienced training providers and assessment organisations. 
Assessment needs to focus on being valid, reliable and manageable and include the breadth and depth of 
learning and assessment needed in a consistent way and not solely based on the views of employers where 
this is not their expertise.  
 
Importantly, funding has absolute direct correlation to quality of provision and this was recently 
acknowledged by the Chief Inspector, Amanda Spielman. AELP research shows that the current funding 
arrangements for functional skills, which equate to only half the rates of funding for classroom based 
provision, are woefully inadequate with the cost of progressing a typical apprentice from a level 1 to a level 2 
costing more to deliver than the available funding. How can any provider deliver a quality apprenticeship, 
with 20% off-the-job, over a minimum 12-month programme when the maximum amount of funding on 
some standards and frameworks is up to £1,500 per apprentice? The economics behind this simply do not 
add up. Adequate funding is required to ensure the programmes can be delivered in both a compliant way 
and produce good or outstanding results for all levels in all sectors. As part of this the Institute for 
Apprenticeships (IfA) must remain independent from the Department for Education when looking at 
recommending funding bands.   
 
Ofqual should be given sole responsibility as the single overarching responsibility body for external quality 
assurance (EQA). Ofqual have the required assessment expertise and we need to have consistency and 
robustness of EQA and EPA. 
 
We operate in an apprenticeship and skills training ecosystem with many existing measures which all point 

to different aspects of quality. When addressing this inquiry, it is critical to look at the hard facts which 

provide a quantitative evidence base to the quality of apprenticeships through the eyes of all the 

stakeholders.  

 

What measures should determine apprenticeship quality? 

 Employer feedback 

 Apprentice feedback 

 Destination data 

 Inspection outcome and judgements as defined by Ofsted, the regulator of quality. 

 Effective initial skills assessment to identify individual needs 

 Robust final pre-gateway assessment to ascertain apprentices are ready for end point assessment 

(EPA) 

 

What measures should not be used to determine apprenticeship quality? 

 20% off-the-job 

 12-month minimum programme duration (i.e. time served not skills developed) 

 Guided Learning Hours (GLH) 

Ofsted are the independent regulator and custodian for making qualified professional assessments of the 
quality of the government funded provision on offer. Key headlines to bring to the attention of the inquiry 
are as follows: 
 

 80% of independent training providers (including employer-providers) inspected as at 31st August 

2017 by Ofsted were graded as either Good (Grade 2) or Outstanding (Grade 1). Once employer-
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providers are extrapolated from this total, then 81% of independent training providers achieved 

good or outstanding last year. Independent training providers currently deliver 3 in every 4 

apprenticeships in England.  

 This compares to 69% of General Further Education Colleges 

 
Source: Ofsted Annual Report 2016/17. 
 
In 2014/15 409,880 apprentices completed programmes through independent training providers. The 
Department for Education (DfE) statistics on ‘outcome based success measures’ (employment and continued 
education of adults finishing funded further education training) published in Oct 2017 show that of all these 
409,880 apprentices: 
 

 78% of independent training provider learners progressed to any form of ‘sustained positive 

destination’  

 74% of all ITP learners and 54% of those on benefits went on into sustained employment.  

 22% went on and sustained their place at another education or training programme. (Source: 

SFR52/2017) 

Regarding feedback from learners on the quality of their programmes, then official statistics are available 
and we would highlight the following:  
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/662570/Further_education_and_skills_inspections_and_outcomes_as_at_31_August_2017.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/654370/SFR52_2017.pdf
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 Nearly nine in ten of all Level 2 and 3 apprentices (89%) were satisfied with their apprenticeship 

(almost three quarters – 73% - were ‘very satisfied’).  

 80% of learners at independent training providers believe that their provider responds to their views 

(compared to 65% of General Further Education College learners). (Source: DfE July 2017) 

Regarding feedback from employers on the quality of their programmes, then further official statistics are 
available and we would highlight the following:  
 

 78% of employers were satisfied with the overall quality (giving a score of 8-10 out of 10) compared 

with 73% in 2014 to 2015. (Source: SFA Mar 2017) 

 The vast majority (84%) of employers were satisfied with their apprenticeship programme overall 

(Apprenticeships evaluation 2017: employer survey) 

Based on the collective tangible and credible evidence of these healthy recognised key performance 

measures we would challenge the timing and the need for an inquiry to even consider the quality of 

apprenticeship and skills training. 

 

  

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/627345/Learner-satisfaction-survey-2016-to-2017-summary.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/601047/Employer_Satisfaction_Survey_2015_to_2016__2_.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apprenticeships-evaluation-2017-employers-survey
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The role of Ofsted in the skills ecosystem:  

 

AELP fully believes that Ofsted currently plays a vital part in the skills ecosystem and strongly believes it 

should be the primary gatekeeper and sole judge of making judgements about the quality of provision across 

all apprenticeships and skills training.  

 

AELP has previously raised concerns about the devolution and splitting of statutory responsibility across the 

apprenticeship programme family, with Ofsted having statutory responsibility for levels 2 through 5 and the 

Higher Education Funding Council England (HEFCE) / Office for Student (OfS) and Quality Assurance Agency 

(QAA) having primary statutory responsibility for levels 6 and 7 and also for level 5 apprenticeships where 

there is a prescribed higher education (HE) element. AELP strongly believes that an apprenticeship is an 

apprenticeship regardless of level, sector area and the prescribed components which should be regulated 

under existing arrangements. For quality, consistency, measurability and credibility we believe that Ofsted 

should have overarching oversight for all apprenticeships across all levels.  A vital element is the employer 

based on–the-job training.  Ofsted is ideally positioned to inspect this at all levels and we do not believe that 

the Higher Education inspection system is able to adequately assure the quality of this element of the 

programme. 

 

The scope of Ofsted has grown over the last few years with the growth in prime providers in the advanced 

learning loans market and more recently with the growing number of prime providers on the register of 

apprenticeship training providers (RoATP) who can deliver directly to levy paying employers. It is vital that 

Ofsted are adequately and fully supported by government to ensure they have the required capacity and 

resources to continue to quality assure the expanding skills marketplace. To force Ofsted into a position of 

having to pare down either/or their approach to inspection and their inspection methodology to take 

account of the increase in providers in scope for inspection would be counterproductive. Investment and 

support upfront by government will save in the long term regarding dealing with poor or failed provision that 

is not picked up in a timely and effective manner. 
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The role of the ESFA in the apprenticeship and skills ecosystem:   

 

2017 has been a particularly challenging year for the newly formed Education and Skills Funding Agency 

(ESFA) with a number of key public failings linked to various procurement exercises which has impacted 

negatively across the sector, including providers, their employers, their apprentices and adult learners. It is 

critical to remember that the role of the ESFA is primarily the contracting and compliance function for the 

Department for Education. Auditors are not trained professionally to make judgements on the quality of 

provision; their role is to make quantitative based judgements against a very prescriptive set of funding 

rules.  

 

Initially we had the launch of the Register of Apprenticeship Training Providers (RoATP), where a number of 

high quality existing providers including a number of Ofsted outstanding providers failed to be recognised on 

the new register, whereas a number of organisations with no track record passed the ESFA’s due diligence 

checks. A number of these providers failed their application on the grounds of quality. Not a single General 

Further Education College in Birmingham, the second largest city in England made it onto the register when 

it first opened. After significant public outcry the register was quickly re-opened by the ESFA and providers 

were able to reapply. This episode attracted significant national public attention, damaging the credibility of 

the new apprenticeship reform system and brand for different stakeholders. It is key to remember that the 

RoATP was developed as the pre-qualify questionnaire (PQQ) for the invitation to tender. It provides a 

contractual baseline for due diligence, but is no means a measure of quality of providers. That is and should 

continue to be the role of Ofsted. 

 

Linked to the RoATP the ESFA launched the first invitation to tender (ITT) for non-levy apprenticeship 

procurement. Mid-procurement the Agency were not satisfied with the proposed outcome and scrapped the 

ITT and decided to extend contracts for existing prime providers. The second iteration of the ITT for non-levy 

was due to be announced on the 21 November, but again providers received notification on the 17th 

November that the outcome of the award had been delayed due to “higher than expected demand.” It is not 

surprising the number of apprenticeship starts in non-levy payers has declined since May 2017 with such 

approaches to public contracting meaning providers do not know if they will even have a contract to deliver 

against. The results of the ITT issued in December 2017 show there were 714 contract awards, 477 of which 

relate to existing prime providers, a decline of near 200 incumbent providers or in percentage terms just shy 

of a catastrophic 30% cut, with a significant number having failed to have met the di minimis £200k 

thresholds to secure a contract due to the ESFA pro-rata. Just to be clear, many of these providers have been 

previously judged by Ofsted to be outstanding or high quality providers who passed the ITT procurement, 

but have been refused a contract even though they all bid for more than the minimum contract value. 

 

Alongside the aforementioned apprenticeship procurement, the ESFA was running the procurement of the 

Adult Education Budget (AEB), yet another example where unsuccessful existing prime providers were 

initially awarded significantly high initial financial outcomes (75% of previous years contract value, as 

opposed to the maximum non-successful rundown contract of £589k in the tender specification) whereas 

successful primes initially were generally awarded significantly much smaller amounts which challenged 

their financial viability to deliver. After much challenge and lobbying, the ESFA relented and awarded 

successful existing primes a concurrent rundown contract to ensure a more equitable final outcome. The fact 

that without intervention unsuccessful bidders would have secured better outcomes than those providers 

successful in the procurement exercise would have been an unbelievably unjust outcome. The fact that circa 

£280 million of the £1.2 billion AEB grant allocations went unspent further amplifies the clear failure of the 



8 
 

current grant funding allocation system when the funding should be made available to those who can utilise 

it to drive positive change and help improve social mobility. AELP has long called for the procurement of the 

full AEB budget, rather than just funding for non-grant funded organisations. 

 

The fact that by April 2019 all employers wanting to engage with apprenticeships will need to utilise the 

apprenticeship service (TAS) as a route to the apprenticeship market does mean that the historically clunky 

and somewhat restrictive current system for accessing funding for non-levy paying employers will shift away 

from the procurement and management of the ESFA. AELP welcomes this shift away from this direct 

contracting model and have been calling for this shift for many months and strongly believes that employers 

should have the choice of an open market position, procuring training from any recognised provider on the 

register of apprenticeship training providers (RoATP) rather than being restricted to those who have funding 

allocations. This point specifically has had an impact on the growth of subcontracting over the last number of 

years and removed funding from the learner with high levels of prime contractor management fees. The 

high levels of uncertainly have significantly hampered both operational and strategic planning for providers, 

with also connotations regarding investment and programme design. Releasing the outcome of the ITT with 

just over 2 working weeks before the start of the new contracts has clearly also further ratcheted up this 

uncertainty for providers. 
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Subcontracting of apprenticeship training: 

 

Without a doubt, subcontracting plays a vital part in our apprenticeship system and it is important to 

highlight that there are a number of reasons why subcontracting actually exists: 

 

• The clunky ESFA funding system that does not adequately respond to demand and related supply. 

• The inability for quality providers to access funding directly from government. 

• The inability for some existing prime contracting providers to access enough funds directly from 

government to meet the needs of the market. 

• There are a number of providers, often specialist in their sector, who solely made a choice to focus 

on the training and delivery aspect of the apprenticeship programme where they have most 

expertise and leave the contract administration and back office functions to an experienced prime 

provider. 

• A lasting legacy of a previous approach from what was the Skills Funding Agency (SFA) to implement 

a policy of minimum contracting levels (MCL) for prime providers, in effect forcing small prime 

contract holders to hand back their prime contract or transfer it to a large prime and become a 

subcontractor with no direct access to government funding. 

• A desire for large employers to work with one prime provider and that provider to sub-contract to 

ensure coverage by level, sector and region. 

 

There are currently around 1,200 subcontractors of various sizes and scale accessing circa £700m of 

government funds and nationally circa half of General Further Education College apprenticeship delivery is 

made through a third party subcontractor – i.e. 20 – 25% off all apprenticeships subcontracted from the GFE 

sector. Generally independent training providers are seen as more responsive to employer needs, more agile 

and therefore have maintained a consistent 75% share of the apprenticeship market.   

 

Many sector observers are poorly informed and are sometimes quick to bluntly and publicly associate 

subcontractors as being automatically both poor quality and high risk. Likewise, the same observers will also 

suggest that prime providers are typically top slicing significant proportions of funding offering little or no 

perceived value add to the subcontractor in return to a route to access government funding.  There are 

clearly some examples where prime providers have used or still unacceptably use government funding as a 

traded commodity and charge inappropriate levels of charging to access funding for non-levy 

apprenticeships. In some extreme cases this can be as high as 40-50% of funding available. This is funding 

which is not being spent on the actual apprentices and means that the quality of the programme the 

subcontractor can legitimately offer is in no doubt impacted significantly.  Likewise, there have been 

examples of subcontractors not being either correctly vetted or then effectively managed by the prime 

provider and collapse having provided poor quality or little training to apprentices. However, these types of 

examples still only represent a proportionately tiny part of the whole apprenticeship delivery. 

 

Linked to this agenda, two pertinent questions for the inquiry to consider closely should be: 

 

 What does good quality subcontracting look like? 

 Who should be accountable for ensuring quality subcontracting and within that what role should 

Ofsted play? 
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As previously mentioned there are a number of reason why subcontracting is so prevalent in the current 

apprenticeship marketplace, be that complexities of being a prime, lack of funding, access to funding or as a 

result of former government policy. Without doubt subcontracting is always going to have a role, so the 

focus should be identifying what does good quality subcontracting looks like and how can this be replicated 

and scaled. 

 

For the start of the reforms in May 2017, the ESFA developed their funding rules to drive much more of a 

involvement, ownership and delivery relationship between the main provider and the subcontractor. The 

current rules for subcontracting to levy paying employers require the prime provider to hold and maintain 

the relationship with the employer, delivering more than a “token amount” of the apprenticeship 

programme for that employer and using subcontractors to very much compliment that offer be that in a 

specialist occupational area or to help the prime provider offer scale and coverage in geographical areas 

where they would not be able to service. The rules are also very clear that the subcontractor needs to be 

part of the written agreement between the prime provider and the levy paying employer and there is now 

greater transparency regarding fees, charges and what monitoring the prime provider is conducting as part 

of the tri-partite agreement.  

 

However, the use of subcontractors in delivering apprenticeships to non-levy paying employers (98% of 

employers in England) is a more challenging and complex position, specifically because employers are not 

able to contract directly with any provider they want to use on the register of apprenticeship training 

providers until April 2019, therefore funding is still routed through a much smaller group of existing prime 

contract holders with the ESFA. In some vocational areas there may be no prime contractors offering 

provision to meet the needs of an employer and therefore the only route to market remains through a 

subcontracting arrangement.  

 

From the 1st January 2018 the rules for the subcontracting of new non-levy apprenticeships starts are due to 

follow the same rules and arrangements as used for subcontracted delivery to levy paying employers – in 

essence prior to January 2018 the sector operates two distinctly different subcontracting models and rules 

based on whether the employer pays the apprenticeship levy or not. 

 

Out of the circa 2,200 organisations currently on the register of apprenticeship training providers, at least 

300 will have been unable to bid for a non-levy contract to run from January 2017 through to March 2019 

due to the minimum £200k contracting cap for non-levy apprenticeship provision the ESFA applied as part of 

the procurement. The results of the ITT issued in December 2017 show there were 714 contract awards, 477 

of which relate to existing prime providers, a decline of nearly 200 incumbent providers or in percentage 

terms just shy of a catastrophic 30% cut, with a significant number having failed to have met the di minimis 

£200k thresholds to secure a contract due to the ESFA pro-rata. So the problem remains that around 1 in 

every 3 providers on the register still can’t deliver apprenticeship training to non-levy paying employers prior 

to May 2019 without having to subcontract funding from a prime contract holder.  

 

The subcontracting rules that are due to be introduced from January 2018 are simply not conducive to 

working with small and medium sized employers. For example, if a small employer wants a single apprentice 

in a vocational area or location where there is no prime provider or they have no coverage then it becomes 

undeliverable as the prime provider needs to deliver either more than a “token” amount of “on programme 

training or assessment” to either the apprentice or deliver part of the employer’s wider apprenticeship 

programme. The catastrophic unintended consequences of this are that a number of providers will cease to 
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exist, which when apprenticeship starts to non-levy paying employers are already 61% below the same 

period the previous year prior to the reforms seems inconceivable, couple with the fact that hundreds of 

thousands of smaller employers will not be able to access apprenticeships until at least May 2019. This is a 

reason why AELP has being lobbying government since the Summer of 2017 to address these critical 

concerns. 

 

There have been recent calls by sector observers, for Ofsted to use the authority they now have to directly 

inspect subcontractors on a standalone basis. However, AELP fully support Ofsted’s approach to inspect 

subcontractors as part of their prime’s inspection as we feel that inspecting subcontractors outside of an 

inspection of their prime provider would create a piecemeal view. Many subcontractors work with multiple 

prime providers and the quality of what they deliver can vary by programme and by main provider. This very 

point highlights the importance of a robust and strong management and governance arrangement between 

each prime provider and the subcontractor and Ofsted are already responsible for reviewing the robustness 

and suitability of these arrangements through current inspection regimes. 

 

It is also very clear already from the ESFA’s perspective that the accountability for both the funding and 

quality of subcontracted provision already clearly sits with the prime provider - ESFA’s Apprenticeship 

funding and performance-management rules for training providers May 2017 to March 2019 Version 4: 

 

• The main provider is responsible for all of the actions of their delivery subcontractors that are 

connected to, or arise out of, all the apprenticeship training and on-programme assessment that 

they subcontract 

• The main provider carries overall responsibility for the quality of apprenticeship training and on- 

programme assessment undertaken by their delivery subcontractors.  

• The main provider must manage and monitor all of their delivery subcontractors to ensure that high-

quality delivery is taking place that meets the ESFA funding rules.  

• The main provider must carry out a regular and substantial programme of quality-assurance checks 

on the apprenticeship training and on-programme assessment provided by delivery subcontractors, 

including visits at short notice and face-to-face interviews with staff and apprentices. The 

programme must:  

o Include whether the apprentices exist and are eligible  

o involve direct observation of initial guidance, assessment and delivery of training and/or on-

programme assessment  

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/646244/17_18_apprentic
eships_funding_and_pm_rules_V4.pdf  
 

It is key not to undermine the role which subcontracting plays in the system until the clunky current funding 

system is replaced in April 2019. The results of the ITT issued in December 2017 resulted in a decline of 

nearly 200 incumbent providers, a catastrophic 30% cut.  So the problem remains that around 1 in every 3 

providers on the register can’t still deliver apprenticeship training to non-levy paying employers. It is critical 

to consider the impact on specialist provision, the need for appropriate coverage regarding geography, 

programme level and sector.  Consider how consortium and collaborative partnerships could be the way 

forward in most industries.  

 
The key barriers limiting social justice:  

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/646244/17_18_apprenticeships_funding_and_pm_rules_V4.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/646244/17_18_apprenticeships_funding_and_pm_rules_V4.pdf
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 The 20% off-the-job commitment is too rigid and is stopping employers investing in apprenticeships. 

We need greater flexibility on the delivery of off-the-job at a standard by standard level. 

 The awarding methodology used in the latest iteration of the procurement for non-levy 

apprenticeship funding has discounted high quality training providers, colleges and charities from 

the opportunity by the government to continue offering apprenticeship training to disadvantaged 

young people. 

 Funding for maths and English as part of an apprenticeship is inadequate and nearly half the rate of 

classroom provision. Coupling this with not being part of the 20% off-the-job measure means it 

discourages both providers and employers to take on the most disadvantaged learners. 

 Removal of nationally recognised qualifications from apprenticeship standards further reduces the 

mobility of the apprentice. 

 The longstanding underspend of funding related to support LLDD/SEND is a combination of a 

perceived complexity in the system, and a lack of awareness of the relative ease with which most 

challenges can be addressed. 

 The replacement of the previous sound system of disadvantage funding significantly reduces the 

funding for the individuals. An urgent review is needed to ensure that disadvantage funding is 

available to those who need it. 

 There are still funding and performance monitoring disincentives with Traineeships, an important 

transition programme, inhibiting their much needed growth and development, which could play a 

key role as a feeder for apprenticeships. 

 Employer and provider young person incentives set at a flat rate of £1,000 rather than a proportion 

of the funding band are disadvantaging the longer more expensive programmes. 

 Levy paying employers are using the levy to place existing employees on apprenticeships for 

important skills development but this is leaving less money and less opportunity to support the 

recruitment of young people. 

 The compulsory employer contribution is a disincentive to hire an apprentice especially when 

additional work is required to support the most disadvantaged apprentices or younger apprentices 

with less initial work and life experience. AELP is calling for the government to fully fund 

apprenticeships for all 16-24 years old at non-levy paying employers. 

 

The unintended consequences for employers are clearly significant and employers have told us the current 

common approach to 20% off-the-job training limits their participation, engagement and appetite to fully 

embrace apprenticeships. Ramifications are wide ranging from limiting social equality and hampering the 

achievement of the 3 million apprenticeship starts to which the current government is committed. This is 

what two employers told us recently: 

 

“20% is arbitrary and has no correlation to quality. We know that managers are not signing new starters to 

apprenticeships because of the 20% rule.”  Harlene Dandy-Hughes, Education, Training & Development 

Manager, NHS Foundation Trust London.  

 

“20% will reduce our recruitment of level 2 apprentices” Adrian Rowley Learning and Development Manager, 

Grafton Merchanting. Grafton Merchanting is a large levy payer and one of the leading suppliers of building, 

plumbing and construction materials – they told us that the costs of 20% off-the-job when salaries are taken 
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into account and the funding band limit mean that Grafton will reduce recruitment of level 2 customer 

service apprentices.   

 

AELP believes that the 20% measure is arbitrary and does not automatically become a proxy for quality. 

Quite simply it’s the quality of the teaching and learning that counts, not the quantity apprentices receive. 

Employers have told us this is impacting the recruitment of young people, with added costs of not just the 

co-investment, but also the cost for backfilling apprentices whilst they are undertaking training. Low margin 

sectors, many of which were highlighted as being of key significance following Brexit and the recent Taylor 

Review, are crucial to the long term growth of our economy.  The employer-led trailblazer groups should 

have the flexibility to decide what the percentage of off-the-job should be for each of their standards and 

should have the authority to recommend to the IfA and ESFA the percentage which should be delivered as 

part of an apprentice’s working hours.  

 

As the requirement for those without exemptions to complete maths and English are not included within the 

20% measurement for off-the-job training this is clearly further disadvantaging potential apprentices.  The 

ESFA argue that funding for maths and English, which is only actually funded at 50% of the classroom rates is 

provided on top of the funding for the vocational training and therefore it should be separate. However, 

from an employer’s perspective we are hearing of a diminished appetite to recruit new apprentices or even 

upskill existing staff in need of training as this is yet a further commitment. In the service and support 

sectors, the employers simply cannot afford the additional cost to backfill for employees.  

 

From an employer’s perspective they already have question marks and operational challenges in committing 

to the off-the-job training which in reality relates to at least a fifth or the equivalent of one working day a 

week being unproductive whilst the apprentice receives their mandatory training. Apprentices without 

exemptions in maths and English require further study time on top of the commitment for off-the-job 

training, meaning employers see those candidates as less attractive than those who are presented with 

already having attained the minimum level of maths and English.  

 

High quality training providers and colleges including charities have been denied the opportunity by the 

government to continue offering apprenticeship training to disadvantaged young people. AELP described the 

government’s decision as an affront to ministers’ own social mobility agenda. This latest development has 

nothing to do with the quality of the training provision, which in many cases has been judged by Ofsted to be 

good or outstanding.  Instead another procurement exercise undertaken by the DfE’s Education and Skills 

Funding Agency (ESFA) to fund the apprenticeships of non-levy paying SME employers has left many 

specialist training providers without a contract to support the training of these employers.  These smaller 

providers achieved enough marks to ‘pass’ the tender but nonetheless were pro-rated down below the 

£200,000 minimum threshold for a contract award that would have enabled them to carry on training 

apprentices for SMEs until April 2019 when the next tranche of apprenticeship funding reforms will be 

introduced. Leading children’s charity Barnardo’s is one of the providers left without an ESFA 

contract.  Barnardo’s places young people with barriers to work and often from vulnerable backgrounds with 

smaller employers and then trains them as apprentices.  For many of these young people, the opportunity to 

do an apprenticeship is a progression from being NEET or doing another government programme such as a 

study programme or traineeship.  Last year Barnardo’s support helped secure an 82% progression success 

rate for young people on its study programmes while 74% of its apprentices successfully completed their 

programmes.  The positive impact of this training was felt in places such as Bradford, North Tyneside and 

Birmingham. 
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From a provider’s perspective the cost of delivering the current functional skills curriculum is in excess of the 

fixed rates of £471 funding provided by government for each functional skill – our research shows this to be 

the case especially for those needing to transition from level 1 to level 2, with actual guided learning hours 

on average being circa 70 hours to complete as opposed to the 45 guided learning hours. Combining the 

perspectives provided above of both the employer in regards to reduced productivity and the provider in 

terms of higher costs of delivery, provides a strong case that a candidate who is lacking in maths and English 

will undoubtedly be further isolated from the opportunities in the marketplace as they have become less 

attractive to all stakeholders.  

 

AELP believes that maths and English delivery as part of an apprenticeship should be funded at the 

appropriate matching value of classroom provision (£724 per each qualification) to ensure there is the 

income to cover the cost of delivering provision to apprentices who needs maths and English in order to 

avoid cherry picking candidates for apprenticeships who already have the required levels of maths and 

English. Furthermore, Maths and English should also be included within the off-the-job training time to 

ensure that employers are not unfairly disadvantaged in terms of lost productivity from apprentices needing 

additional unproductive time to study these subjects. 

 

To offset the cost of fully funding all 16-24 apprentices for non-levy paying employers, we are calling for 

government to consider raising the employer co-investment on a new sliding scale, starting with 10% at level 

3, 20% at level 4, 30% at level 5, 40% at level 6 and 50% at level 7 apprenticeships for apprentices over the 

age of 24.  Availability of funding is finite and it needs to be apportioned in a way that provides good value 

for money for the tax payer, whilst also helping to tackle social equality, mobility and help boost 

productivity. 

 

Whilst there has been a welcome increased recognition around the importance of inclusion within the sector 

together with the recommendations of the Maynard Panel into increasing access to apprenticeships for 

those with LLDD/SEND, this needs to be materialised. Currently, employment rates for people with 

LLDD/SEND is just 6.8%, therefore if the government is committed to halving the disability employment gap, 

then building a truly high-skilled economy in the UK must incorporate a robust strategy on the inclusion of 

those with LLDD/SEND in both learning and employment opportunities. 

 

AELP believes the longstanding underspend of funding related to support LLDD/SEND is a combination of a 

perceived complexity in the system, and a lack of awareness of the relative ease with which most challenges 

can be addressed. Consequently, we welcome the Maynard review recommendation for the DWP and BIS to 

undertake further work to ensure that the system of reasonable adjustments and the availability of support, 

for example through Access to Work, are understood and consistently applied by providers. Going forward, 

every effort should be made to optimise opportunities for those with LLDD/SEND to build their skills base 

and apply such skills in the workforce.  
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About AELP: 

Members of the Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) support employers in the delivery 

of over 75% of apprenticeships in England and they deliver other publicly funded skills and employment 

programmes. The majority of AELP’s 825 members are independent private, not-for-profit and voluntary 

sector training and employment services organisations with employers, universities, FE colleges, schools and 

end point assessment organisations joining AELP in increasing numbers.   
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