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The Ofsted annual report is an important document as it sets the baseline for inspections 
during the 2015/16 academic year.  As such the report provides a good summary of the 
inspection results during 2014/15 but we do not believe it gives a fully balanced view of the 
sector.  We have highlighted below some specific areas of concern. 

Quality of Provision 

For Apprenticeships, the report acknowledges that there ‘continues to be some excellent 
good practice’ but almost half of the provision inspected this year was rated less than good.  
We would all want this figure to be better but the inspections focus on poor provision.  
Across the sector the proportion of independent providers that were good or outstanding 
increased by 1% to 79% which is a huge improvement from the figure in 2010 which was 
56%.  Clearly there is a way to go and it should be recognised that this impressive 
improvement has been delivered at a time of changing programmes, huge growth and 
constantly changing inspection frameworks.   

Clearly there will be a major difference in the figures between the current year inspections 
and the overall ratings in the sector because of Ofsted’s focus on poor provision, so to 
compare the current year’s inspections with previous years is unfair.  Ofsted did less 
inspections in 2014/15 than the previous year so by definition if they focus in on the worst 
providers then the less inspections you do the worse that year’s results will appear.   

We are not denying that there are issues that need to be addressed, but we do want the 
position to be represented fairly.  The report says that 77% of colleges are judged to be good 
or outstanding but the picture is ‘far worse for inspections carried out this year’.  Obviously 
this will be the case, as the 77% figure reflects all colleges whilst this year’s inspections are 
only of those colleges that are of the highest risk.  This is not a fair comparison and the 
report should say so. 

Just to reinforce this issue Ofsted’s own figures from their learner feedback system says that 
91% of all learners would recommend their provider to a friend.  This figure is from learners 
from providers that were inspected during 2014/15 i.e. does not even include learners from 
the best providers.  We believe Ofsted should give more weight to the views of learners and 
employers and more of that provision would then be rated good or outstanding.  Even now 
84% of all learners in an ITP are with good or outstanding providers. 

For Colleges the figures show that the proportion that are good or outstanding has fallen 
from 79% to 77%.  We know there are pressures on Colleges which have been recognised by 
Ofsted, but we do not feel that this warrants generalised statements like ‘quality has 
declined’ when learner satisfaction rates are so high.   We know that changes to policy such 
as the English and maths requirements will hit success rates and therefore grades, 
particularly in the early stages of implementation. 

 

AELP 
Briefing 
Paper 
No.  34 
 



The report says that independent providers are ‘improving their inspection profile’ but one of the reasons is 
that poor performers are ‘weeded out quickly’.  AELP has never defended poor provision but this 
terminology is unhelpful as we know that many providers that received a Grade 4 inspection have a long 
history of delivering good quality provision.  We have always said that the intervention policy for ITPs should 
reflect the same principles as that used for Colleges where the provider is given a period of time to address 
the issues found at inspection.  The key driver should always be what is best for the learners and the 
employers.  We need a fairer, more structured and transparent process for managing poor performance 
across all types of providers. 

When you look at table 13 in the report it shows that where providers receive a Grade 3 the vast majority 
show improvements at the next inspection.  The same would be true for those providers that get a Grade 4 
although we accept that the best way forward for some learners is to bring that contract to an end.  We just 
need a much better process to identify when this is the right thing to do rather than maintaining a default 
position that a Grade 4 for an independent provider should mean a termination of contract, which is the 
current situation. 

Apprenticeships 

The report suggests that Apprenticeships are not responding to market demand because some technical 
sectors still have staff shortages.  Frankly the Apprenticeship programme cannot be the only answer to skills 
shortages.  Many employers in these technical roles have been slow to respond to the demand for skills 
because employment opportunities are harder to predict and are longer term.  The service sectors have used 
the Apprenticeship programme because those sectors are generating employment opportunities. Every 
Apprenticeship is a real job so it unfair to suggest that it is ‘unfortunate that these apprenticeships have not 
sufficiently matched the skills needed by employers’.  

The cause of skills shortages in technical areas is much more about the cutting of programmes during the 
recession and the time it has subsequently taken to build those programmes up.  The Apprenticeship 
programmes in these sectors are of longer duration and are more expensive, so as a result companies need 
to be sure about their future skills needs before committing – this is more likely to be the reason why they 
have not recruited enough Apprentices in the last few years.   AELP has also highlighted the fact that the 
contracting system is very short term and the government needs to make a longer term funding 
commitment to providers that can grow the skills in this area.  We know of a number of providers in areas 
like digital technologies where a long term commitment to contract growth would enable them to respond 
to the needs of the sector. 

Success Rates  

The proportion of Apprentices that complete their programme has fallen slightly over the last three years.  
Although this is something that we would all want to see reversed the report does not set this in context.  
Over the last three years there have been a number of policy changes that would have adversely affected 
the success rates.  The Level 3 24+ Apprenticeships always had a higher success rate so removing this from 
funding will have brought the average success rate down.  We are still not back to the level of this provision 
before the reversal of this policy so it will still have an effect on overall success rates.   

We have also moved to a minimum duration of 12 months which, by extending the length of some 
programmes, means that less apprentices will complete their programme.  Many people do not complete for 
very good reasons that are totally unconnected to the quality of provision.  This may be for personal reasons, 
or a very positive reason like getting a promotion or a new job with a different employer.  By extending the 



programme length then by definition success rates will be lower but this does not necessarily mean it is a 
poor programme.    

There are also a lot less second level 2 Apprenticeships available where some sectors would give their young 
people a broader range of skills by doing (for example) a barbering framework after completing a 
hairdressing programme.  This gives young people a wider range of skills and more career options.  Adjusting 
the funding accordingly means that these programmes are good value and their success rate was very high. 

All of these factors have adversely affected success rates, which we have always believed to be just one 
measure impact.  There can be many positive reasons why someone does not complete their programme 
and any low success rate must be set in that work place context.  It is also the reason that we have always 
said more weight should be given to employer and apprentice views to give us that ‘basket of measures’ 
rather than the disproportionate dependence on success rate and timely success rates. 

Whilst we are all concerned about any poor quality provision the evidence suggests that young people do 
indeed benefit from the involvement in Apprenticeships.  The wage increment from being involved in a level 
2 programme is 11% whilst a level 3 gives a young person an 18% increment in salary over their careers.  
These figures are from National Audit Office research and it would have been helpful for Ofsted to 
acknowledge this (and other similar research that backs these figures up)when they are commenting on the 
benefit of the Apprenticeship programme as a whole. 1  

We agree that the reforms of Apprenticeship should be focussing on the quality, rigour and profile of 
Apprenticeships which is why we want Ofsted to provide a more balanced and positive view of the benefits 
of the current programme.   People respect Ofsted’s views, particularly parents and they deserve to get a 
balanced perspective on the benefits of the programme as well as the areas where we need to see 
improvements.  

Adult Learning 

The report sets out clearly the fact that the reducing budgets in community learning have resulted in 
reductions in provisions.  The need to retain the quality of provision whilst managing changing budgets is a 
challenge that is recognised by the report but not enough recognition is given to the maintenance of 
standards across this sector.  We agree that leadership of the varied types of organisations that deliver in 
this sector is the key challenge. 

Offender learning 

The quality of the provision in prisons is criticised by Ofsted without the recognition of some of the structural 
problems experienced by providers and the prisons that deliver the training in house.  We are aware of the 
improvements required in delivering more effective education and training in prisons but much of this 
reflects poor policy priorities within the prison service rather than delivery issues.  

 

Conclusion 

We welcome the analysis set out in the Ofsted report but we do feel that there are some issues where 
quality issues are not set in the proper context.  We are concerned that where this is the case many 
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teachers, young people and parents may get the wrong impression of the quality of provision such as 
Apprenticeships.  We recognise that poor quality provision needs to be addressed and we are very happy to 
work with Ofsted to change that practice but we need to be sure we are presenting a balanced view of the 
sector.  We take heart from the fact that when the customers of the FE and Skills sector are asked, they are 
very positive about their experiences, but we are just as determined to consistently improve that provision.  
We look forward to working with Ofsted and other organisations like the Education and Training Foundation 
to do just that. 

 

 

 

 


