
 

Skills Week: Government Policy Overload 
 
Most people were not aware that week beginning 7th December 2014 was the first 
Skills Week ever.  No one was sure why the Government created Skills Week but 
they used it to introduce a number of policy announcements on employment and 
skills.   It appeared that there were a number of changes that were rushed through 
almost as the last chance before the election next year.  As a result most of the 
announcements were positive but many did not seem well thought through and 
some could be difficult to implement in the long term.   
 
1. Degree Apprenticeships 
The announcement which was made before Skills Week was the introduction of 
Degree Apprenticeships.  These are level 6 and 7 Apprenticeships that used to be 
called, or sorry, are still called Higher Apprenticeships.  Degree Apprenticeships are a 
sub-set of Higher Apprenticeships which include level 4, 5, 6 and 7 Apprenticeships 
which may or may not have a degree as part of the programme.   
 
Many will include professional qualifications rather than degrees, so it is not clear if 
there will be a different name for each type of Apprenticeship within the family of 
Higher Apprenticeships such as Masters Degree Apprenticeships.  All that seems 
pretty clear!   
 
Of course it is very positive that employers are keen to develop programmes that 
include earning while learning and combines practical on-the-job training with 
knowledge based learning.  However we need to be careful that this is not part of a 
process of those who favour academic learning claiming back the Apprenticeship 
space and creating programmes that are named after the academic element of the 
programme and can only be delivered by universities rather than by training 
providers who understand learning in the workplace.  If you applied the same 
principles to level 3 Apprenticeships they would be called Technical Certificate 
Apprenticeships and only be delivered by FE colleges.  We need to ensure that the 
principles of Apprenticeships are applied to Degree Apprenticeships and ensure they 
can be delivered by all providers. 
 
2. Short Courses 
As part of that same announcement the government also promoted an initiative 
where employers in the digital sector had come up with a number of short courses 
to fill the skills gap.   This will not be a surprise to anyone working in the skills sector.   
 
In every industry there are a range of short courses which sit alongside the 
substantive qualifications that lead to full level 2 or 3 qualifications.  Employers have 
always pushed for these programmes to be funded but to date government has 
restricted funding to full qualifications and programmes like Apprenticeships.  Even 
under Train to Gain short courses were not funded.   
 
Now it seems there is funding for short courses in digital and no doubt every sector 
will be pushing to fund short courses.  AELP has been told this is not a major change 
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in policy but we need to be aware that these ‘initiatives’ and some of those delivered under 
Employer Ownership need to balance meeting employer demands and getting good value for the 
state investment. 
 
3. The Two Millionth Apprentice 
On the subject of Apprenticeships, the government announced the Two Millionth apprentice during 
Skills Week.  Luckily it was a female engineering apprentice working for a small company 
(interestingly they are a subsidiary of a German company).  The apprentice was recruited in August 
as AELP understands it and we are likely to reach two and a half million apprentices by the end of 
year so perhaps three million apprentices is not such a daunting target as long as the commitment to 
the additional investment remains.   
 
AELP believes that Apprenticeship funding will be tight this year and as we have always said, the 
biggest barrier to growing Apprenticeships is the cap on budgets imposed by the SFA and the lack of 
flexibility on growth funds.  If ministers want to grow the numbers of apprentices from 2015, then 
the government should increase the contracts of good training providers from the beginning of next 
year. 
 
4. Careers and Enterprise Company 
The first announcement made in Skills Week was the establishment of a new company that would 
focus on the issue of careers education and guidance in schools.  Everyone was expecting some new 
announcements from the Department of Education on careers because their policy to date had 
come under a lot of criticism and there is an election coming.   
 
AELP thought that the DfE would put some additional investment into the National Careers Service 
in order to improve the services provided to schools.  Instead the DfE chose to create a new careers 
and enterprise company which is employer ‘backed’ rather than owned.   
 
The Company will be given a large pot of cash to make investments and we are sure they will get to 
spend or influence the first £20m allocated.  As usual government has chosen to create a new 
institution rather than enhance the current structures as they always feel that this will create more 
headlines.  We guess that bit worked.  NCS has been very positive about working with the new 
Company and so will AELP.   
 
Unless the existing organisations work with the new structure, then it will become yet one more 
government initiative that creates even more confusion for the customers, i.e. schools, young 
people and their parents.  It is already a very crowded marketplace with many initiatives funded by 
government as well as a wide range of projects designed to support schools in delivering effective 
careers advice.  All of this could be positive in bringing more focus to careers but what would really 
make a difference is if we have some stability in developing the vocational routes for young people 
both in school where there continues to be major changes imposed on schools and outside of 
schools where we need some stability in developing Traineeships and Apprenticeships rather than 
the constant change imposed by government.    
 
By the time the new careers company comes into being, the government will have applied the new 
regulations on participation.  Unless these new regulations are promoted properly, schools will 
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promote it as a raising of the school leaving age and any improvements to careers guidance will be 
lost. 
 
AELP has made a number of recommendations of how to improve careers guidance and they include 
making NCS a truly all-age service that has the flexibility to apply its resources where it has most 
impact (not the separate funding lines by competing BIS and DfE departments), the proper 
promotion of the raising of the participation age, access to young people and their parents through 
schools and the more effective involvement of training providers to make the link between schools 
and employers.  We will do everything we can to bring those recommendations into effect and will 
work with any new organisation to bring about change but let us hope that the new company is a 
unifying force rather than just another layer in a complex environment. 
 
5. Ofsted Annual Report 
In the same week and probably by coincidence, Ofsted issued its annual report for 2014-15.  
However Ofsted couldn’t resist trying to set policy direction which is not really their normal role 
particularly in setting out the role for Local Enterprise Partnerships and suggesting that there are not 
enough Traineeship starts.   
 
The main Ofsted message was very positive.  The overall standards across the whole of the sector 
are improving and 81% of all providers were judged to be good or outstanding for overall 
effectiveness at their latest inspection compared with 72% as at 31 August 2013 and 64% as at 31 
August 2012. Independent training providers have improved their grades overall but the worst 
performance is from employers with their own contracts.  There are a number of areas that need 
improving including the delivery of English and maths and getting more unemployed people into 
work but the report is encouraging.  Maintaining that improvement in the light of funding and 
budget cuts will be even more challenging this year.  However we have seen a number of excellent 
Ofsted reports in the last few weeks.  
 
AELP wants to highlight a couple of areas from the report.  It was clear from the review of 
Traineeships and Study Programmes that quality always suffers when a new programme is 
introduced.  The report points to improvements in programme as organisations get to understand 
the requirements and build the skills to deliver.  That is why the standards of delivery of 
Apprenticeships are improving yet here we are where the government is proposing the most 
extensive changes to the programme in many years.  We would have thought that Ofsted would 
have some concerns about the changes proposed by the government but it was interesting that 
Ofsted used the words we have used about the changes i.e. employers want the purchasing power 
over funding rather than routing the funding through employers.   
 
The Ofsted report also called for more Traineeship places for young people which is a bit of an irony 
because the biggest barrier to delivering good quality programmes for young people is the 
government’s decision to exclude providers who have a grade 3 or no grade at all.  As AELP has said, 
since the start of Traineeships there should be other ways for providers to evidence that they should 
be allowed to deliver Traineeships whilst accepting that ongoing quality checks might have to be 
more frequent in the early stages of their delivery.  Government should review this policy as soon as 
possible to maximise the numbers of employers and young people engaged in the programme. 
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6. National Audit Report 
Among all these policy announcements came a report from the National Audit Office on the 
simplification of processes within BIS.  Providers may not have been aware that BIS have had a 
simplification plan for the last couple of years to reduce the cost of delivery and ensure more is 
spent on the customers.  AELP has been involved in this plan and we believe significant 
improvements have been made to the existing systems of funding and audit.   
 
Audit and Ofsted results have improved where programmes have not changed significantly.  
However the problems come when new policies take no account of the increase in administration 
they will create.  That was certainly the case in Traineeships where the programme design was 
excellent but the contracting has been overcomplicated by restricting eligibility and not having a 
clear contracting process. 
 
The NAO report should send a clear message to government departments that they need to work 
much more closely together and align contracting processes, audit processes and success measures.  
They also need to think through the implications of major changes such as the Apprenticeship 
proposals.  However logical the proposals, if they are not deliverable through simple and effective 
control processes, then we will not see the improvements we all want to see. 
 
7. Conclusion 
As we now try and integrate all of these new proposals into an already complex employment and 
skills sector, we have to hope that attention will now turn to the election and we can try and focus 
on delivery.  However in the next week or so, the Skills Funding Letter will be issued by Vince Cable 
and we expect the response to the Apprenticeship Funding Consultation (if you can remember that 
far back) and we can rest assured that we will have plenty of reading over Christmas even if it’s the 
multitude of ‘new’ two page standards from the Trailblazers, or the vast range of research papers 
that have been issued over the last few weeks.   
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