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AELP’s submission to the Future Perfect Education Commission 

AELP thanks the Future Perfect Education Commission for inviting us to contribute to its work on changing 
the nature of the debate around education in England. 

We believe that a successful education system is one where learners can find a path that values their 
strengths, accommodates their needs, and enables them to achieve a level of individual prosperity and 
personal fulfilment that allows them to contribute to society and the wider economy. 

The current system prevents several individuals from making a difference, especially those with lower 
educational attainment who tend to come from disadvantaged backgrounds, because it does not 
appropriately support lower level skills provision. Being the first rung on the career ladder for many people 
who leave compulsory education without a full Level 2 qualification, intermediate apprenticeships equip 
people with the skills and experience they need to access the labour market and progress even further into 
technical education. 

Unfortunately, educators and policymakers have continued to focus on higher and degree level skills 
provision, based on the misguided notion that Level 2 apprenticeships are somehow not good enough. By 
continuing to downplay the importance of these programmes, the current system risks abandoning an entire 
generation of learners to its fate. 

Therefore, AELP believes that the appropriate funding and provision of education and skills at Level 2 is 
central to delivering a successful education system. Our roadmap for a Future Perfect Education system 
includes the following recommendations: 

Providing the right kind of opportunities to set young people up for success throughout the education 
system: 

• There must be equitable funding for learners who need English and Maths functional skills of 
£724 per each qualification, when they are delivered as part of apprenticeships. 

• Remove the policy of compulsory GCSE resits, allowing instead those learners without 
English and Maths to take functional skills as a robust alternative wherever appropriate. 

• Providers where learners leave traineeships before completion for positive outcomes – such 
as employment, an apprenticeship, or further education and training – should be rewarded. 

• Schools must take to heart the instructions of the Baker Clause and honour their duty to 
deliver comprehensive and unbiased careers information, advice and guidance, with equal 
consideration of academic and technical education routes. 

Securing the firm commitment of policymakers and educators for Level 2 education and skills 
provision: 

• Educators and policymakers must challenge the view that Level 2 and Level 3 qualifications 
are lesser choices, particularly since several industrial sectors are suffering skills shortages 
in occupations that rely on these qualifications. 

• Apprentices between the age of 16 and 24 undertaking a Level 2 or Level 3 apprenticeship 
should be fully funded by the Government. 

• Given the importance of Level 2 qualifications in enhancing social mobility for individual 
learners, policymakers should make up to £1 billion available for them while demand from 
SMEs remains strong. 
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How should the curriculum change to meet the needs of the next generation? 

The curriculum needs to enable young learners to acquire the skills that will make them employable in the 
early stages of their working lives and eventually lead them to further upskilling to fill the gaps in skilled labour 
necessary to improve the country’s productivity. 

This means giving young learners between the age of 16 and 18 a good chance of attaining Level 2 in English 
and Maths. In 2018, close to 10% of 16-year olds failed to secure a grade 4 or higher in their English and 
Maths GCSEs.1 That is why – as reiterated in the answer to the following question – it is crucial to invest in 
funding delivery of Maths and English functional skills as part of apprenticeships at least as much as the 
classroom provision value of £724, rather than the current £471. 

The industrial strategy white paper sets out the Government’s ambition to establish a technical education 
system that rivals the best in the world by investing £406 million to address the shortage of skills in science, 
technology, engineering and maths (STEM). 

However, the successful delivery of this target depends on giving learners the chance to attain these key 
skills. The introduction of T Levels with a Level 3 entry point and the disparity in funding for English and Maths 
functional skills between classroom and apprenticeship provision poses an obstacle to achieving not just the 
Government’s ambition to set up a world leading technical education system, but its greater objectives to 
enhance productivity and improve social mobility. 

Young learners also need comprehensive and unbiased careers advice at the primary and secondary 
education level. The Baker Clause in the Technical and Further Education Act 2017 already requires schools 
to allow colleges and training providers to discuss non-academic routes with pupils. Several schools, 
however, tend to focus predominantly on pathways leading to A Levels, which ensures a steady funding flow 
per pupil. This mentality of placing “bums on seats”, without a true consideration of the output of their learning 
or their ultimate destination, hurts young learners and we must move away from it.  

ACTION: We can meet the needs of the next generation by removing the obstacles that make it 
harder for young learners to attain Level 2 qualifications, which are a crucial stepping 
stone towards greater social mobility, and placing young learners in the best position 
to make informed decisions about their future through unbiased and comprehensive 
careers guidance. 

How can literacy and numeracy be developed to support the needs of the future? 

Ensuring equitable funding for learners needing English and Maths functional skills, when delivered as part 
of an apprenticeship, that is at least equal to the current classroom fully funded rate. 

Speaking at the AELP national conference, when pressed on the current requirement for Level 2 apprentices 
to be required to ‘work towards’ and undertake all 4 components of the Level 2 functional skills assessments 
(e.g. numeracy, speaking, listening and communication, reading and writing), Ofsted’s Specialist Advisor 
Chris Jones publicly described it as simply “bonkers”. 

Recent GCSE resit results show that the policy of compulsory retaking GCSE English and Maths is failing 
our students. Of those above the age of 17 taking GCSE Maths, only 22.7% achieved a Grade 4 or higher – 
down 4.3% from 2017.  

 
1 Ofqual (2018), GCSE outcomes in England 

https://analytics.ofqual.gov.uk/apps/GCSE/Outcomes/
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Meanwhile, of those above the age of 17 resitting GCSE English, 33.1% achieved a Grade 4 or higher – 
down 2.4% from 2017.2 

With the reform of functional skills having both a new curriculum and assessment process, they should be 
offered immediately as an option for those who fail their GCSEs. The policy of compulsory GSCE resits is 
setting up young people repeatedly to fail repeatedly. 

ACTION: AELP is calling for the removal of the compulsory GCSE resit policy, instead allowing 
those without Maths and English to take functional skills as a robust alternative where 
appropriate. The most appropriate route can be determined by a robust initial 
assessment of each learner, taking into consideration their main programme of study. 

Reformed functional skills will be implemented from 2019 and are designed to be robust for learners and 
credible with employers. As noted in the government’s consultation response on functional skills reform: “they 
support the delivery of our Industrial Strategy ambitions to build a world-class technical education system 
and ensure that everyone can improve their skills throughout their lives.” 

Given the changes being ushered in 2020, now is the time to evaluate the true cost of delivering the new 
functional skills curriculum to ensure they are appropriately funded as this is not currently the case. We are 
concerned that the current funding rate of £471 per subject is almost 50% less than the standalone rate for 
the same programme for no rational reason. Research from AELP has shown that even the standalone rate 
of £724 is incurring financial losses in delivery that increases with each level studied, highlighting that the 
funding allocated to functional skills does not cover the costs of supporting a learner. With the more 
challenging curriculum and assessment, the lower funding becomes even more inappropriate, yet not one 
official has been able to justify why this rate has been set so low for apprentices, who often need the most 
support. This disincentivises providers to recruit apprentices who require Maths and English and will continue 
to do so as the funding bands on apprenticeships are revised by the Institute for Apprenticeships and 
Technical Education (IfATE). Limited support of Maths and English delivery in apprenticeships will not only 
be a barrier to starts but is also bound to reduce the level of success of Maths and English and, hence, the 
apprenticeships’ success overall. 

AELP believes that Maths and English provision will play a central part of the government’s productivity and 
industrial strategies and, therefore, functional skills should have equivalent standing to GCSEs. 

 

 
2 https://feweek.co.uk/2018/08/23/gcse-resits-2018-maths-results-are-down-but-english-is-up/  

https://feweek.co.uk/2018/08/23/gcse-resits-2018-maths-results-are-down-but-english-is-up/
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ACTION: Funding rates for functional skills within apprenticeships should be aligned with the 
standalone rates. 

How can the education system enable equitable outcomes in our diverse country? 

The Government should do much more to promote traineeships as a mechanism to enable learners between 
the age of 16 and 24 to progress quickly towards employment, an apprenticeship, or further education. 

Introduced in August 2013, traineeships last for a maximum of 6 months and consist of three key components: 
a work placement, work preparation training, and English and Maths. They are aimed specifically at learners 
who are qualified below a full Level 3, are not currently in a job or have little working experience, whom 
providers and employers think have a reasonable chance of being ready for employment or an apprenticeship 
within 6 months. 

Statistics on Further Education for Benefit Claimants in England for 2016/17 show 5,900 traineeship starts 
by learners on benefits, down from 9,000 in 2015/16. More recently, the three months to October 2017 
showed a decline in traineeship starts of 6.5% compared with a year earlier.3 

In February 2018, AELP co-hosted a traineeship debate in Parliament with Gordon Marsden MP to discuss 
and debate the barriers and challenges to long-term success for traineeships. Several issues came up from 
providers, learners and employers. 

• Providers cited concerns around the need to address the ongoing measures of the Education and 
Skills Funding Agency (ESFA), which penalise them through their qualification achievement rates 
(QAR) data even when trainees are progressing into “positive” outcomes such as employment, 
apprenticeships or further education and training. 

• Learners mentioned the low awareness of traineeships among young people, with starts highly 
dependent from referrals from providers or Job Centre Plus, and how traineeships impact unemployed 
young learners’ benefits linked to the so-called 16th-hour rule. 

• Employers also talked about low awareness of the programme, as well as bad publicity and PR around 
offering trainees unpaid but high quality and valuable work experience. 

AELP has since successfully managed to convince the Department for Education and the ESFA to change 
the success rate methodology on traineeships. This is an exceptionally positive step as the Government took 
to heart our proposals to develop a new and more appropriate range of success rate measures and committed 
extra funding to stimulate the traineeship programme. 

However, much more can still be done to increase the public awareness of traineeships at the ministerial 
level, alongside other flagship programmes such as T Levels and apprenticeships. 

ACTION: AELP calls for greater public commitment and publicity of the traineeships programme 
from ministerial figures inside the Department for Education and the Cabinet, alongside 
other key programmes such as apprenticeships and T Levels. 

Every year 300,000 out of 600,000 young people leaving school at the end of their compulsory period choose 
not to pursue an academic route but opt instead for more vocational routes involving apprenticeships. 

Since the introduction of the apprenticeship levy in 2017, we have seen a decline in the number of younger 
apprentices. Level 2 apprenticeships have experienced a steep decline with the number of starts almost 
halved since the levy’s introduction, due to a shift toward higher and degree level apprenticeships which 
affected learners between the ages of 16 and 18. 

 
3 Department for Education (2018), National Statistics: Apprenticeships and Traineeships 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/apprenticeships-and-traineeships-january-2018
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AELP is calling for a fully funded Level 2 and Level 3 entitlement for adults between the ages of 16 and 18. 

The use of this additional funding would be limited to 50% of the standard funding band, so that young 
apprentices would receive 150% of the standard rate as a maximum. 

ACTION: AELP is calling for full Government funding for people between the age of 16 and 18 
undertaking Level 2 and Level 3 apprenticeships. 

Should schools engage with parents and the wider community differently? 

Schools should foster good working relationships with parents and the main stakeholders within their local 
communities such as local businesses, colleges, universities and independent training providers. 

A good relationship with key community stakeholders would enable schools to back up their obligation to 
provide pupils with a comprehensive overview of available career options with concrete avenues for personal 
progression. Having informative discussions about Level 2 apprenticeships with parents and learners can be 
a useful endeavour, albeit theoretical and abstract. 

However, through effective collaborations between schools and local community stakeholders, parents and 
students could gain valuable insight into the value of Level 2 apprenticeships for professions in high demand 
such as: adult care worker (health and social care); commis chief (hospitality); or bricklayer (construction). 

Although the Baker Clause requires schools to allow colleges and training providers to discuss non-academic 
routes with students between the age of 8 and 13, apprenticeships are still looked upon as inferior to 
academic routes for career progression. This needs to change, particularly if the UK seeks to tackle the root 
causes of skills shortages across key sectors of the economy, which may soon be unable to rely on importing 
skilled labour from EU member states. 

ACTION: Active engagement between schools, parents and local community stakeholders is 
fundamental to challenging the preconception that apprenticeships, especially at Level 
2 and Level 3, are a lesser career choice. 

How can policy development and implementation be improved? 

We need policymakers to acknowledge the need for greater support of Level 2 education and skills provision 
as a means of enhancing workforce productivity, improving social mobility, and respond to the labour market 
challenges posed by Brexit. 

Over 42% of the school population at the age of 16 has not achieved a full Level 2 (i.e. GCSEs at grade 4 or 
higher, between A* and C).4 Key sectors of the economy such as health and social care are characterised 
by a huge reliance on workers qualified at Level 2 and, with migratory controls potentially stemming the free 
flow of skilled EU migrants to the UK after Brexit, this presents major implications for the UK economy. In 
2015/16, over 57% of all apprenticeship starts were at Level 2.5 

However, reforms such as the introduction of the apprenticeship levy in 2017 have caused a decline in the 
number of Level 2 apprenticeships, accompanied by an upwards shift in the number of higher and degree 
apprenticeships. This trend, which affected particularly individuals aged 16-18, was also accompanied by 
claims that Level 2 apprenticeship are somehow not worthy of this name, despite the introduction of higher 
employer-led standards approved by the Government. 

 
4 Department for Education (2018), Revised GCSE and equivalent results in England, 2016 to 2017 
5 Department for Education, Apprenticeships and Traineeships Data 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-dahttps:/www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/fe-data-library-apprenticeshipsta-sets/fe-data-library-apprenticeships
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Level 2 qualifications are not only highly valued by non-levy paying SMEs, which represent a significant 
proportion of the business population, but they are also more likely to be taken up by young individuals in the 
most disadvantaged backgrounds as a way to increase their employability prospects. 

ACTION: The Government should support provision for lower levels of apprenticeship, within a 
standalone non-levy apprenticeship budget of £1 billion, especially while SME demand 
for it remains strong. 

Although Brexit has raised concerns about its impact on certain sectors of the economy in terms of skills 
shortages, it also represents an opportunity to address these problems as Level 2 qualifications will become 
crucial in training the workforce of tomorrow that we need today. 

The construction industry lost more than 300,000 skilled workers between 2008 and 2013 and, with many 
experienced workers set to retire over the next decade, the Construction Industry Training Board stated that 
the industry will need to recruit at least 33,700 new workers every year between 2019 and 2023 in order to 
cope with current work demand. In the fourth quarter of 2017, 67% of contractors reported difficulties in 
recruiting bricklayers, while 55% of employers admitted they hired EU workers over domestic workers due to 
a lack of skilled applicants. 

In the tourism and hospitality sector, 15% of 4.5 million workers come from EU member states and the British 
Hospitality Association estimates that, in London alone, EU workers make up for nearly 40% of the total 
workforce and – depending on individual businesses – sometimes even as much as 65%. According to the 
Oxford University’s Migration Observatory, 96% of EU workers in this sector would find themselves ineligible 
to continue working in the UK under the current rules for non-EU immigrants.  

These challenges are not helped by the decision, in May 2017, to cut funding for apprenticeship frameworks 
in key sectors, even though there were no equivalent standards to replace them. For instance, the rate for a 
16-18-year-old accounting assistant was cut by 25% despite the replacement standard only being in 
development and not available for delivery. 

ACTION: There needs to be an urgent review and correction of Level 2 apprenticeship framework 
funding rates that have been reduced without an equivalent replacement standard 
approved for delivering apprenticeships. 

Should there be an apolitical body (like the OBR or MPC) in charge of education policy? 

The education system would benefit from greater simplification, rather than adding another layer of 
bureaucracy. 

While there are surely good arguments for seeking to depoliticise issues surrounding education policy, we 
think that setting up a new regulatory body may well lead to confusion within the sector at a time when greater 
clarity is both needed and welcomed. 

How can we build a system which identifies the best ideas and innovations and enables them 
to take hold and spread?  

It is important to have mechanisms in place that reward the people and organisations with the potential and 
the track record of delivering benefits to learners. 

The introduction of the apprenticeship levy in 2017 brought about unintended consequences such as the 
decline of lower level apprenticeships in favour of greater focus on higher and degree apprenticeships. 
Although this has benefitted larger employers, it has negatively affected SME businesses and – most crucially 
– it has removed the first rung on the apprenticeship ladder for many individuals between the age of 16 and 
18. 
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SMEs have a crucial role in the economy. Besides making up almost 98% of the UK economy, SMEs are 
predominant employers across rural areas of the country and benefit their local communities. For every £1 
invested in an SME, 90p stays in the local economy to hire local skilled labour and train local young 
apprentices. 

Similarly, independent training providers (ITPs) are a driving force for innovation and policymakers should 
take on board their experience in areas such as blended learning and employer engagement. ITPs are on 
board with providing flexible and customised responses to the needs of employers, as well as learners, within 
local communities. 

ACTION: Building a system that generates the best ideas and innovations requires policy 
structures that both value and reward actors with the potential and the track record to 
make a difference. Within education and skills provision, this could involve better 
distribution of apprenticeship levy proceeds.  

Overall: what three priorities would you address to create the Future Perfect system? 

The three priorities that are central to creating a Future Perfect system should focus on: 

- Providing the right kind of opportunities in technical education to set young people up for 
success. 

o There must be equitable funding for learners who need English and Maths functional skills, 
when they are delivered as part of apprenticeships, of £724 per each qualification, which is 
the current cost of classroom provision. 

o Providers where learners leave traineeships before completion for positive destinations (e.g. 
employment, apprenticeships, FE and training) should be rewarded – or at the very least, not 
penalised. 

o Schools must place young learners in the best possible position to succeed in life by providing 
comprehensive and unbiased guidance over career opportunities, with equal consideration of 
technical and academic pathways. 

- Securing the firm commitment and support of policymakers for Level 2 education and skills 
provision. 

o Policymakers and opinion-formers should challenge the misguided conception that Level 2 
and Level 3 are lesser choices for qualifications, especially since many skills shortages in key 
sectors of the economy rely on them. 

o Apprentices between the age of 16 and 18 should be fully funded by the Government when 
undertaking apprenticeships at Level 2 and Level 3. 

o Given how Level 2 qualifications can help learners from disadvantaged backgrounds into 
sustainable employment, policymakers should make up to £1 billion available for them while 
demand from SMEs remains strong. 

- Promoting programmes that support the government’s agenda to bridge the productivity gap 
and increase social mobility for the most disadvantaged leaners. 

o Rewarding actors, such as SME businesses or independent training providers, who have the 
potential and the track record to make a difference within their local communities. 
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