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Key Findings 
 
With over 500 registered delegates a day, this year’s AELP National 
Conference, sponsored by OCR, was the biggest ever.  Speakers included 
Matthew Hancock, Esther McVey and Liam Byrne and the conference was 
chaired by Channel 4 News presenter, Cathy Newman.  The key findings of 
the conference were: 
 
1. Apprenticeship Reforms 
 
The proposed government reforms of Apprenticeships were covered in 
several sessions in the AELP National Conference including a full debate on 
the second day.  The main issues were: 
 
a. Mandatory cash contributions: 
The government maintains the view that co-investment by employers of all 
sizes should include a cash contribution despite the concerns of employer 
representative bodies and providers that this will put many employers off the 
programme.  But skills minister Matthew Hancock and senior BIS official 
Jennifer Coupland said that the government would learn from the results of 
the Trailblazer pilots and then review the policy.  The CBI posted on Twitter 
after the conference that it needed to look at the whole package before 
confirming its belief ‘in principle’ that cash contributions should be made.  
The AELP concern was that mandatory cash contributions might have a 
negative impact on the considerable in-kind contributions which many 
employers already make.  A delegate questioned why cash contributions 
should be required for apprentices aged 16 to 18 when other education and 
training provision for this age group was fully funded.     
 
b. Direct funding of employers 
The Minister said that direct funding of employers was a key part of the 
proposals.  Delegates expressed their concern that employers will not want 
the responsibility of managing direct funding as well as the additional 
bureaucracy involved.  AELP set out its proposals for a system driven by 
employer choice.  All employers should be given the choice of a direct 
contract or to access their funding support through a training provider of 
their choice.  The Federation of Small Businesses said at the conference that 
their members are not keen on managing their own funding. 
 
c. Simplicity of the proposed new system 
Delegates were concerned that the new system is not simple.  AELP said that 
we could end up with so many standards that the system will be not be as 
‘super simple’ as the government claims.  The simple number of maximum 
government caps also hides the fact that employers could negotiate a 
different rate of funding for every apprentice.  Employers will also have to 
agree contracts with providers and assessment bodies that will also have to 
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set out the cash flow implications.  As a minimum, there will have to be multiple 
transactions and invoicing.   
 
d. English and maths 
With the government apparently moving towards GCSE attainment in English and 
maths as part of an apprenticeship, AELP reaffirmed its belief that functional skills 
should be retained at least until GCSEs were fully applicable to the needs of the 
workplace.  The EFA said that it remained in favour of young people having an 
alternative route to getting their GCSEs.   
 
e. Programme growth 
AELP expressed its frustration with reform advocates referring only to 10% of 
employers engaged in the programme as a reason for reform.  It believes that caps 
on provider growth for 19+ apprenticeships have been the major reason why more 
employers are not involved.  If the new system is entirely employer and learner 
demand driven, then it could potentially require substantially more government 
investment behind it.  On the other hand, if the Treasury requires a cap on the 
annual programme budget, will employer demand be satisfied on a first-come first-
served basis?  Asked at a conference press briefing if growth will be capped, the skills 
minister said that as demand for university places was no longer capped, this 
indicated the ‘direction of travel’ for the Apprenticeships programme. 
 
f. Programme quality 
Concerns were registered about quality assurance under employer ownership of the 
programme.  While it was understood that Ofsted would retain its role in respect of 
provider delivery, it was unclear whether the inspectorate would have similar 
responsibilities for employer delivery.  Ofsted said at the conference that it was 
pressing BIS for an answer on this. 
 
g. Labour’s proposals 
Shadow skills minister Liam Byrne told the conference to expect the publication of 
Labour’s proposed plans for Apprenticeships to appear by the end of June or in July.  
Although the plans were not finalised, the party was looking at localised planning or 
commissioning models, such as ones rolled out in Scotland and Leeds.  LEPs and city 
regions could play an important role in the programme after the general election.   

 
 
2. Welfare to Work and Skills 
The DWP informed the conference that Work Programme 2 after 2016 is likely to have 
closer links to skills and a greater focus on the long-term unemployed.   AELP had led its eve-
of-conference press release1

 

 with a call for more integration between skills and 
employment programmes.   Government pilots are also expected on linking welfare-to-work 
provision with basic skills training. 

UKCES wants to see more in the way of entry level pathways to the world of work while 
Ingeus UK called for more support for unemployed people across all age groups and more 
skills training for those on disability benefit.  Their evidence was clear that gaining some 
basic skills including English and maths improved the chances of getting a job.  Inclusion 

                                                
1 AELP conference press release: http://www.aelp.org.uk/news/pressReleases/details/more-integration-
needed-between-skills-and-jobs-pr/  
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argued that Jobcentre Plus referrals should not be limited to just referring clients on to basic 
skills training. 
 
A key programme in the bridge between unemployment and jobs will be the Traineeship 
programme.  Delegates supported the programme design but there has to be more 
flexibility in terms of eligibility and delivery to make it a more successful programme. 
 
 
3. Careers Advice for Young People 
The chairman of the Commons education select committee, Graham Stuart, said that too 
many young people were not prepared for the world of work.  Careers services in schools 
had to be improved and Michael Gove had to respond to the call for improvements from 
everyone involved in the sector. 
 
In the committee’s view, there was a lack of incentives for schools to improve guidance.  
Schools should have a governor with specific responsibilities for IAG and they should be 
encouraged to achieve a careers advice quality mark. 
 
 
4. Improving quality of service delivery 
The sector’s desire to develop English and maths teaching is strong and the ETF has had a 
very good response from independent providers in respect of its capacity building 
programme.  Improving leadership and management is another priority. 
 
Ofsted is bringing its inspection services in-house when the contracts for the current 
external contractors expire and it is concentrating much of its work on helping grade 3 
providers to improve.  OCR said that the value of an awarding body to a provider can go 
beyond the validating the awarding of qualifications by advising on how assessment can be 
carried out. 
 
 
5. Future Outlook 
The SFA believes that the indicative adult skills budget for 2015-16 is unlikely to be different 
from the coming year.  The UKCES said that as the economy recovers, skills shortages may 
be a barrier to sustained growth.  The Commission supports an industrial strategy that is 
based on the development of skills in each sector. 
 
Looking ahead, AELP CEO Stewart Segal identified three major themes from the conference.  
Getting the apprenticeship reforms right in terms of preserving growth was the first.  
Secondly, traineeships still needed more flexibility to enable them to take off.  Finally, 
greater integration of employment and skills programmes remained a priority, particularly 
with the establishment of LEPs.  
 
Progress made on policy issues over the past twelve months were set out in an updated 
version of AELP’s Manifesto, published at the conference.  Copies of the Manifesto can be 
downloaded from: http://bit.ly/1oWuz7W.     A revised Manifesto document will be issued 
in the next few weeks. 
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