
 

Apprenticeship Changes: Questions and 
Answers 
 
1. Does AELP still agree with the principles of the Apprenticeship changes? 
AELP has always supported the key objectives of the Apprenticeship changes 
which are to: 

 engage more employers in the programme in terms of the 
programme development and offering more Apprenticeship 
opportunities 

 improve the investment that employers make in the programme 
 improve the flexibility and therefore the quality of the delivery 
 maintain the programme as all age, all level and all sector 
 simplify the funding and increase the overall investment in 

Apprenticeships. 
 

2. Do the current proposals meet those objectives? 
Some of the proposals like getting employers involved in developing 
standards are positive but even in standards development the government 
has been very prescriptive about assessment, grading and English and maths.  
We need to ensure that there is enough flexibility to respond to the real 
employer needs within an overall development framework. 
 
In terms of funding, the drive towards direct employer funding, mandatory 
cash contributions and negotiated pricing may well create barriers and 
bureaucracy for many employers who may as a result walk away from 
delivering Apprenticeships.  Many employers and their representative bodies 
have expressed concerns about making these changes to the funding system 
and we have made a number of recommendations that are based on giving 
employers more choice. 
 
3. Are you happy with the move from frameworks to standards? 
The current frameworks have worked and have been developed with and for 
employers.  However it is a good time to revisit the content of those 
frameworks because they were created in line with the restrictive 
requirements of the SASE.  We now have a good opportunity to update the 
frameworks and relook at the assessment processes involved.  But we must 
ensure that the process of developing standards is structured and involves all 
of the stakeholders involved in the sector.  At the moment the government 
has set out a number of requirements that have to be built into the 
standards such as grading, end testing, independent assessment and having 
to take the level 2 English and maths tests.  We believe we need to give 
employers more flexibility for establishing these standards and not be driven 
by government requirements. 
 
4. Do you think qualifications should be part of the new standards? 
Employers will be setting the standards of performance that apprentices will 
have to meet.  This may include skills, knowledge and behaviours.  Many of 
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the skills and knowledge can be covered by qualifications which are well respected 
by learners and employers.  Qualifications also bring with them established rigour 
and independence.  As a result many employers will want to include qualifications as 
a way of demonstrating the skills and knowledge required.  We welcome this 
approach and believe that all standards should include qualifications.  We also 
believe that the end assessment and tests can include the assessment required to 
gain the qualification.  We agree that there should be more focus on the end 
assessment but that can be done through the assessment process for the 
qualifications.  An NVQ for example or a Technical Certificate can be assessed ‘at the 
end’ of the programme. 
 
There may be some standards where the employers have said that there is no 
requirement to pass any qualifications but that passing the standard itself will give 
the apprentice the ‘qualification’ they need because it will be accepted in the sector 
or industry.  We have some concerns about this approach because the apprentice 
has to trust that the new standard will be a qualification that gives them portability 
across the sector or in many cases into another industry.  The formal standing of the 
Apprenticeship standard as a ‘qualification’ needs to be clarified.  Many apprentices 
will want to move on to do higher awards and we need to understand if these 
Apprenticeship standards will be formally recognised as a qualification.   
 

      5.   Do you accept the move towards grading? 
Most employers agree that competence based qualifications and skills are hard to 
grade because the skills are delivered in a wide variety of settings over a period of 
time and this does not lend itself easily to grading which requires consistent 
assessment of activities.  As a result the grading may become dependent on 
knowledge based elements of the programme which means that apprentices who 
have high skill levels but struggle with knowledge tests may get lower grades. 
 
We have recommended that the Apprenticeship does not have an overall grade but 
technical certificates can continue to be graded.  Employers should have an option of 
putting their apprentices into a skill test (as used in skills competitions) which would 
prove that apprentices have skills at a high level.  This would not be compulsory for 
apprentices to pass their programme. 
 
If employers do want to introduce grading, then we believe a Pass and Merit 
structure would be more appropriate (rather than pass, merit and distinction).  It will 
be very difficult to define 3 stages of performance particularly where the programme 
is delivered in very different working environments.  Our concern is that the grading 
will be difficult to deliver in a standardised way and will result in appeals and 
demotivation of learners who are fully competent but only get a pass.  If salary levels 
are linked to grades, this will be an even bigger issue and we will need time to 
establish the controls and appeals procedures.   
 
Our recommendation is to introduce skills testing but if grading is recommended by 
employers, we would suggest a period of 12 – 24 months in which the new standards 
are established before grading is introduced.   
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6. What is your view of the changes to English and maths provision? 
We agree that even more focus should be put on achieving a good level of English 
and maths.  We support the decision to establish level 1 English and maths as the 
requirement for Intermediate Apprenticeships and level 2 for programmes at level 3 
and above.  We also believe that all apprentices should be offered the opportunity to 
develop their English and maths skills to level 2 but we do not believe they should be 
forced to take the test before they can complete their programme.   
 
Some people have very poor English and maths skills when they start the 
programme and struggle to get level 1.  Many only get their level 1 just before they 
complete their Apprenticeship so putting them in for a level 2 test will only be de-
motivating for the learners.   
 
We also believe that GCSE is not a suitable programme for many learners who have 
failed to gain GCSE at school.  Even the revised GCSE will not be suitable as a work 
based programme as it does not give sufficient emphasis on basic literacy and 
numeracy.  The GCSE will also only be available for examination at one time in the 
year which is not appropriate for work based learning.  Functional Skills are now 
established with employers as a rigorous and effective programme for raising the 
English and maths skills and this should continue to be part of the programme as a 
real alternative to GCSEs. 

 
7. Do you agree there should be more focus on end testing? 
We agree that there should be more flexibility on when and how the competencies 
and knowledge are tested.  There has been too much emphasis in the past on testing 
which resulted from the requirement to show evidence of progress and the way in 
which each unit of QCF qualifications had to be tested.  The optimum assessment 
strategy will probably involve both on-going formative assessment as well as end 
testing which may include examination and other forms of assessment.  Any testing 
done as part passing the qualification should also be included in the end testing so 
that it is not duplicated.   
 
We agree that the end test should be summative and holistic.  The end test should 
also qualify the individuals for any professional qualifications and memberships 
appropriate for the sector. 
 
8. Do you agree that the funding system should be changed? 
The funding system should support the main objectives for the Apprenticeship 
programme, so it needs to be focused on engaging more employers by simplifying 
the process and giving employers more choice.  The current system of funding does 
work but we do need to encourage more investment from employers and make the 
system more transparent. 
 
9. Do you agree that employers should be funded directly? 
The driver for direct funding is to ensure that the employers are in the position to be 
effective purchasers of training.  The current system is already driven by the 
employer because every apprentice is employed and the employer can decide which 
training provider they work with, which framework the apprentice is on and whether 
they achieve the programme and stay employed at the end of the programme.  We 
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need to reinforce the employer’s role in this process where there is a lot of 
competitive pressure on the training provider. 
 
All of the evidence in surveys suggests that employers do not want or need 
additional control over the funding and many will not want to take on the 
responsibility or the bureaucracy of managing funds directly.  Many employers, 
particularly small employers, will not recruit apprentices if they are required to 
directly manage the funds.   
 
If employers do want to manage their own funds as is the case currently, they are 
able to take their own contract as long as they meet the requirements set out by the 
funding agencies.  All employers should be allowed this choice but it should not be 
forced on them by a dogmatic rule which reduces employer choice and engagement. 
 
10.   Do you agree with mandatory cash employer contributions? 
No.  All employers make a major contribution to the costs of employing and training 
an apprentice.  These costs include the wages, the supervisory costs of the training 
and the costs of training facilities and materials.  Many employers (22% and growing) 
also make cash contributions.  It is our view that there should be more transparency 
on employer contributions but we would not put all the focus on cash contributions.  
The current proposals will create a real cashflow risk for employers who already take 
the risk of employing an apprentice and many will not want to be involved in a 
system that requires the cash transactions that are proposed.  At level 3 and above, 
the investment in Apprenticeships is more transparent and employers might be 
more willing to make cash contributions and this could be an area to pilot to test the 
proposals. 
 
Our recommendation is to encourage employers to make even greater contributions 
to the cost of delivering the programme but that could involve very valuable support 
or assessment of the apprentice or the provision of expensive equipment to train on.  
These contributions should be reviewed by the funding agencies and Ofsted as part 
of the inspection process.  This will ensure effective monitoring of the employer 
contributions but allows the employer to make those contributions in the most 
effective way, avoiding invoicing and cash transactions where appropriate. 
 
11.   Do you agree that the funding rate should be set by the employer? 
Our view has always been that the employer already invests in the majority of the 
costs of an Apprenticeship.  The government makes a contribution to the costs of 
delivery because it is a good investment in skills and the government will see a good 
return for its investment as will the employer and the individual.  However the 
government should decide how much it will contribute to each apprentice which 
should be based on the average cost of delivery.  This rate could be set through a 
simple matrix which might also reflect the age of the apprentice and the size of the 
employer.  The employer and training provider would decide on the overall price of 
the programme as a commercial transaction using the government contribution as 
one of the elements of the commercial arrangement. 
 
In some instances the government contribution will cover all of the external costs of 
training and the training provider chosen by the employer will draw down the 
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government contribution to cover these costs.  There will be additional costs such as 
wages, travel and accommodation for training which will be agreed between the 
employer and provider. 
 
12.   Do you agree with the employer incentives? 
We do not believe that employer incentives are the right way to encourage more 
employer contributions to the programme.  The contributions that the government 
makes should be a single payment based on the costs of delivery.  Clearly the costs 
of delivery are higher for younger apprentices and for smaller employers, so we 
support the additional contributions but we do not agree they should be separate 
payments which will only complicate the transactions.   
 
We also believe that any payments made by government should be focused on the 
costs of delivery.  Currently these payments can be spent on anything totally 
unrelated to the delivery of the Apprenticeship programme.   This is particularly true 
for the completion incentive.  The current incentive payments which are only paid on 
completion of the programme are payments that are delayed until the end of the 
programme.  They are an inherent part of the programme funding.  Creating a belief 
that these payments are not part of the funding core will reduce the investment in 
the programme. 
 
In many instances employers will receive more cash from the government than they 
have to contribute to the programme, so there will be no additional employer 
contributions generated.  In fact the government investment may well be spent on 
non apprenticeship delivery costs.  We would recommend a single government 
contribution which can be offset against any employer contributions. 
 
13.   Will the role of Ofsted change? 
Ofsted will continue to have a very important role as independent inspection is a key 
element in driving higher quality.  However the change to the way the programme is 
funded may well mean that the inspection process will have to be different.  Ofsted 
inspect the quality of the delivery of government funded provision.  If the routing of 
funding changes, Ofsted will need to establish who is being inspected and which part 
of the provision is covered.   
 
Currently the provider takes full responsibility for the learner and even though they 
are not always funded for the full cost of delivery, they accept the responsibility for 
the overall management of the apprentice and the success rates of the programme.  
If these changes are adopted, then the provider cannot be held responsible for the 
apprentice other than elements of the programme that are funded by government 
contributions.  Our view is that with the employer choice model, either the employer 
decides to have their own contract and they take full responsibility for inspection or 
they choose to work with a provider who would be responsible for the quality of the 
programme.   
 
14.   So how would you progress the Apprenticeship changes? 
We would take a number of important steps to build on the success of the current 
programme: 
 establish a stakeholder steering group chaired and driven by employers 
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 create a framework to ensure that the development of new standards is 
flexible and coherent and driven by employer and learner needs rather than 
meeting government requirements 

 ensure that standards integrate existing and new qualifications so that the 
Apprenticeships are part of the wider skills development system 

 give employers the choice over direct funding or working with a provider of 
their choice 

 simplify the funding support provided by government including the 
standardisation of government contributions whilst encouraging employer 
investment not just cash contributions. 

 
AELP has set out detailed proposals1

 

 for how such a funding system might work.  Our 
proposals will expand the current system and improve the quality of delivery so that 
the Apprenticeship programme will remain an all age, all level, all sector programme 
for entrants to the job market and those needing to retrain.  
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