
BIS Evaluation of the Apprenticeship Trailblazers  
 
Introduction 
BIS has published Research Paper No.256 – Process Evaluation of the 
Apprenticeship Trailblazers: Final Report, prepared by the Institute for 
Employment Studies (IES)1. 
 
Trailblazers were phased in from October 2013 and to date over 1,300 
employers nationwide have engaged in the process and over 300 apprentices 
are being trained under them.  In total, 187 Standards have been published 
and more than 160 new Standards are in development.   This report is based 
on research covering selected Trailblazers between January 2014 and March 
2015.  As such, it reflects the policy and views at that time.  Since this point, 
policy on governance has developed further and an apprenticeship levy was 
announced in the 2015 budget.    
 
The report concludes  that overall, those involved are very pleased with the 
potential impact of the new Apprenticeships and where there are delays to 
the start of delivery these are not necessarily viewed as problematic: rather 
employers are seizing the opportunity to get the configuration of training 
and assessment right, in order that it achieves greatest traction.  
 
IES says that there is much to commend about the processes and the 
outcomes of the Trailblazers’ developments; however some of the challenges 
encountered were believed to have weakened employers’ ownership.  Key 
concerns surrounded the assessment plans, the rejection of which was a 
cause of significant frustration.  While the original philosophy may have been 
to ‘let a thousand flowers grow’, those involved wanted assurance that their 
interpretation of policy was correct.  The policy focus on getting the steady 
state arrangements appropriately set is therefore valuable.  
 
Reflecting on the key aims of the reform agenda, the Trailblazers indicate 
that much progress has been made, although the impact in respect of some 
points will only emerge with time.  Table 1 on page 13 of the BIS Research 
Paper sets out a summary of the progress made by Trailblazers to the aims of 
the government’s reform programme. 
 
The paper makes some interesting observations including some employers 
reporting that existing training was already of high quality.  AELP has 
therefore set out below some key extracts from the paper.  
 
Relieving the burden on employers 
Being part of these developments is resource-intensive for all types of 
organisation but particularly challenging for smaller employers to withstand.  
As work has continued, the goodwill of some employing organisations has 
waned and the size of some networks has dwindled.  
 
Trailblazers have sought to adopt approaches that, to a degree, can mitigate 
the resource requirement; these have included use of a facilitator (to arrange 
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meetings, lead the drafting process for standards and detailed assessments etc) and 
drawing on experts (awarding bodies, training providers etc) to provide specialist input. 
 
Trailblazers relied more heavily upon experts to assist them.  In some cases, this drew on 
the support of training providers, awarding organisations and nationally appointed 
assessment experts. 
 
Developing the new standards 
The opportunity to develop a new standard represents a chance (for employers) to continue 
their previous work refining the Apprenticeship model in their sector.  For some the existing 
training is seen as high quality and in such circumstances it is unsurprising that an 
evolutionary development model has been adopted. 
 
Trailblazers are questioning who would lead the review process for their standards since 
individuals currently engaged in the detailed work may move posts or their company may 
decide to end their support for the work.  Continuity may therefore become an issue. 

The equivalence of grading between standards is not guaranteed which raises questions 
about what the grade in practice means. 

The new apprenticeships are seen as ‘for the sector’ and little emphasis has been placed on 
transferability between sectors. 

Until delivery commences, it will not be possible to understand whether they are a good fit 
for industry needs.  In addition, some employers who have been involved in developments 
do not intend to be involved in delivery while issues such as the alignment of the training 
model between UK nations remain unresolved. 
 
Funding issues 
Some employers were concerned about the lack of clarity about what would count towards 
co-investment and some were confused about this being ‘in kind’ rather than ‘in cash’. 

There were concerns too about the potential reaction of small employers to the new model 
and fears that the requirement for a cash investment in training would be off-putting to 
them.  

Moreover, the point was made that small employers would lack the buying power of larger 
employers which could make it difficult to negotiate and source customised training for a 
small number of apprentices. 

Conclusion 
An overall assessment of the process to date has to be, for the large part, very positive since 
it has engendered a great deal of employer engagement and resulted, in a relatively short 
time, in a set of new standards and assessment models that are believed to meet 
employers’ needs and can act as a template to future developments.  Employers have 
welcomed being at the heart of developments, despite the resource investment this has 
entailed.  
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However, as was expected, learning points have emerged from the work to date that speak 
to the structures and support necessary to continue the roll-out of the new model.  There 
are some potential risks emerging. 
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