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AELP response to the Government’s Higher Technical Education consultation 

Executive Summary 

In July 2019, the Department for Education (DfE) published its proposals to reform higher technical education 

(HTE) in England. The Government claims that, coupled with investment in apprenticeships and the roll out 

of T Levels, its vision of HTE will strengthen technical education and raise quality by putting employers at the 

centre. 

Throughout the document, the Government proposes to: 

• signal which higher technical qualifications (HTQs) deliver the skills and knowledge listed in 

occupational standards through an approval process, managed by the Institute for Apprenticeships 

and Technical Education (IfATE); 

• demonstrate the quality of HTE by developing a set of “technical ongoing registration conditions” that 

providers delivering HTQs would be required to meet on top of existing general ongoing registration 

conditions; 

• increase awareness and recognition of HTE through enhanced delivery of information, advice and 

guidance (IAG) in schools and colleges, flexible delivery of qualifications, and improved signposting 

of financial support. 

AELP believes in a technical education system that elevates learners by valuing their strengths and 

accommodating their needs, where providers and employers are free to help as many people as possible 

climb the ladder of opportunity and improve their lives. 

Although these proposals are full of good intentions, the Government has a poor track record when it comes 

to making reform work for people and employers. The Government is focusing on higher levels of technical 

education, but it will fail unless there is a ladder of opportunity enabling people to reach these stages in the 

first place. 

In its proposals, the Government looks at classroom-based provision, but ignores the importance 

apprenticeships and work-based learning – especially at lower levels – in driving up the UK’s productivity. 

The introduction of T Levels at Level 3 neglects the 42% of 16-year olds that complete compulsory education 

every year without achieving a Level 21, adding to the 6 million adults without any Level 2 or Level 3 

qualifications2 and the 9 million lacking basic literacy and numeracy.3 Moreover, the chronic underfunding of 

SME employers continues to build, stifling the availability of Level 2 apprenticeships – the very first rung of 

the ladder of opportunity that many people step on in order to reach higher stages of technical education. 

While there is clearly a missing middle in technical education at Level 4 and Level 5, it is foolish to think that 

compartmentalised reform is going to solve the problem. The failure to consider the options and opportunities 

of apprenticeships at Level 2 demonstrates a very siloed approach to skills development, which will only lead 

to more incoherence. 

We need a more comprehensive and joined-up approach to the issue. The Government must avoid repeating 

the mistakes of the past, otherwise we will find ourselves talking about ways to fix technical education for 

years to come. 

 
1 Department for Education (2018), Revised GCSE and equivalent results in England, 2016 to 2017. 
2 Local Government Association, Work Local: Our vision for an integrated and devolved employment and skills 
service. 
3 https://www.learningandwork.org.uk/events/es2019/ 

https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/WORK%20LOCAL%20FINAL%20REPORT%2005072017.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/WORK%20LOCAL%20FINAL%20REPORT%2005072017.pdf
https://www.learningandwork.org.uk/events/es2019/


 
We have raised a number of concerns regarding the Government’s proposals: 

AELP disagrees with putting the Institute for Apprenticeships & Technical Education (IfATE) in 

charge of approving whether providers offering HTQs deliver the skills and knowledge outlined in 

occupational standards. 

• Despite claiming to retain the regulatory arrangements set out by the Office for Students (OfS) and 

Ofqual, the IfATE would decide which qualifications should be approved based on the advice of its 

route panels. 

• Besides making the IfATE a de facto regulatory body, we believe that this proposal would cause 

confusion among providers and actually prejudice the Government’s objectives to have HTQs that 

both employers and students can have confidence in.  

AELP is sceptical about how the Institute of Apprenticeships & Technical Education would examine 

HTQs that align with areas where occupational standards have not yet replaced frameworks. 

• Between 2014 and 2018, apprenticeship starts on frameworks have declined from 489,910 to 

212,080, while apprenticeship starts on standards have increased from 10 to just 69,920.4 

• This trend, fuelled by an elitist view that Level 2 does not make for proper apprenticeships, has caused 

problems in areas such as business administration, where frameworks are scrapped without any 

replacement standards, and must be addressed. 

• Based on the experiences from the apprenticeship market, we are not confident that the 

Government’s proposals would work in cases where standards have not replaced frameworks.  

AELP is concerned that imposing additional conditions on technical education providers will create 

a new layer of bureaucracy with unintended consequences on apprenticeship output in the long term. 

• Although driven by an ambition to delivery high quality technical education, imposing more red tape 

on providers is not the solution and will only hit learners and employers. 

• Having to meet additional requirements could seriously affect the capacity of providers to deliver 

skilled workers and grow local communities. 

• Additional technical conditions will not just be bad for ITPs, who already operate within tight budgets, 

but it will ultimately harm learners, who will find it harder to access life-changing apprenticeships and 

climb the ladder of opportunity, and employers, who will find fewer skilled workers in the long term. 

• Using strong links with employers, schools and colleges within their local communities, independent 

training providers (ITPs) are already very good at recruiting aspiring apprentices and delivering 75% 

of all apprenticeships in England. 

AELP is concerned that the proposals have ignored apprenticeships, while considering classroom-

based provision, and the importance of work-based learning in driving up the UK’s productivity. 

• On-the-job training is a cornerstone of technical education because, by learning through doing, 

learners develop new employer-led skills and master a craft through practical enactment. 

• Besides allowing people to earn while they learn, this approach to training and learning will drive up 

productivity across all sectors from the smallest to largest businesses. 

• We believe that the Government’s proposals do not give appropriate consideration to work-based 

learning in HTQs, something that employers are instead likely to expect. 

 

 

 
4 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


 
AELP is concerned that the proposals would replicate the educational offer of foundation degrees, 

rather than offering a distinct technical education alternative with labour market recognition. 

• The technical education system in England has the highest percentage of on-the-job training in the 

OECD, with high satisfaction rates among employers and learners. 

• If the Government does not value this asset, its proposals will lead to HTQs mirroring the educational 

offer of foundation degrees, with declining student participation and low market confidence. 

As we highlight our concerns with the proposals throughout our response, we make three suggestions that 

would help improve the Government’s efforts to reform technical education: 

1. The Government needs to adopt a comprehensive and joined-up approach, taking into account 

both lower and higher levels of provision, when considering proposals to reform technical 

education. 

2. The Government needs to prioritise high-quality technical education that benefits people and 

employers by valuing what already works and removing unnecessary bureaucracy which 

ultimately detracts from the experience of learners and the outcomes that benefit employers. 

3. The Government needs to foster the current strengths of the English technical education 

system and continue to focus on work-based learning, rather than seeking to reinvent the 

wheel, and weave the rich value of on-the-job training into higher technical education to drive 

up productivity across all sectors from the smallest to largest businesses. 

Chapter 1: Higher Technical Qualifications (HTQs) 

In Chapter 1, the Government explains how the Institute for Apprenticeships & Technical Education will be 

responsible for deciding which HTQs deliver the skills and knowledge set out in occupational standards. 

The process would see providers of HTQs put forward their existing qualifications for approval by the Institute, 

specifying which occupational standard they align with. Approval by the IfATE will be overseen by its route 

panels, made up of employers that provide expertise on the approval of standards. The Government thinks 

that this process will ensure that HTQs meet employer needs, as well as addressing low awareness and 

confidence in these qualifications. 

CONCERN: AELP disagrees with putting the Institute for Apprenticeships in charge of 

approving whether providers offering HTQs deliver the skills and knowledge 

outlined in occupational standards. 

Although the Government maintains that it would retain the regulatory requirements set out by the OfS and 

Ofqual, we struggle to see how these arrangements could be reconciled with the Institute’s new role. The 

IfATE would practically decide which HTQs should be approved based on the advice and input of its route 

panels and under the auspices of the OfS and Ofqual. 

AELP rejects this arrangement because it would make the Institute for Apprenticeships & Technical Education 

a regulatory body in all but name, introducing a new bureaucratic entity with powers over providers of HTQs. 

We actually believe that this parallel regulatory regime would go against the Government’s objective, causing 

confusion and seriously hampering the ability of providers to deliver HTQs that employers and students alike 

can have confidence in. 

CONCERN: AELP is sceptical about how the Institute for Apprenticeships & Technical 

Education would examine HTQs that align with areas where occupational 

standards have not yet replaced frameworks. 

Since 2014, standards have gradually replaced frameworks as the basis for apprenticeships but – while the 

number of framework starts went down from 498,910 in 2014/15 to 212,080 in 2017/18 – apprenticeship 



 
standard starts increased to only 69,910.5 Although nobody doubts there could be an argument for 

streamlining the system, this trend has led to counterproductive outcomes. For instance, Level 2 

apprenticeships for business administration frameworks are being phased out without new standards 

introduced to replace them, despite cross-industry consensus and repeated efforts for their inception. 

Reforming technical education at higher levels without setting out solutions to old problems at lower levels is 

at best naïve and at worst irresponsible. Although we appreciate that this consultation focuses primarily on 

Level 4 and Level 5, it is astonishing to see that the Government’s proposals have not bothered addressing 

this problem.  

ACTION: The Government should adopt a joined-up approach, taking into account both 

lower and higher levels of provision, when considering proposals to reform 

technical education. 

The only sustainable way to reform technical education must include Level 2 apprenticeships, particularly 

given the number of people who currently complete compulsory education without a Level 2. We need to fix 

the first rung on the ladder of opportunity that will eventually enable learners to climb to higher levels. 

Chapter 2: Delivery of higher technical education 

In Chapter 2, the Government states its ambition to deliver excellent higher technical education by setting 

out additional criteria for high-quality provision in the regulatory frameworks of providers. 

A key component of these proposals involves the development of “ongoing technical registration conditions” 

– in collaboration with the OfS – for providers delivering courses that lead to HTQs. Providers delivering 

HTQs would therefore be required to meet these technical conditions on top of “general ongoing registration 

conditions” that are already applicable to all providers. The Government believes that these conditions will 

improve the quality of HTE, as well as enabling providers to demonstrate the quality of their HTE courses to 

employers. 

CONCERN: AELP is concerned that imposing additional conditions on technical education 

providers will create a new layer of bureaucracy with unintended consequences 

on apprenticeship output in the long term. 

Despite welcoming the Government’s emphasis on ensuring high quality in HTE, the end in itself does not 

justify the means. Imposing an extra layer of red tape on providers would bring with it a number of financial 

and regulatory challenges which will not just affect providers but, ultimately, harm learners and employers. 

Independent training providers are fundamental components of the technical education system, delivering 

75% of all apprenticeships in England, and sit at the heart of their local communities. They are particularly 

effective at attracting aspiring learners who wish to acquire life-changing skills and learn a new profession, 

as well as enjoying excellent working relations with local employers, schools and colleges. According to 

Ofsted, 80% of ITPs deliver good or outstanding apprenticeships. Imposing more red tape on independent 

training providers would affect their ability to benefit their own local communities and, ultimately, have a 

negative effect on apprenticeship output over the long term.6 Armed with this expertise, ITPs manage to 

attract students into apprenticeships and deliver skilled workers that employers both need to address local 

skills needs and know they can rely on. 

Far from increasing the quality of HTE and boosting its popularity with prospective students, imposing 

additional technical requirements on providers of HTQs, who already operate within tight budgets, will 

penalise future apprentices and current employers. While aspiring learners will find it harder to access 

 
5 Department for Education, Apprenticeships and Traineeships Data 
6 Ofsted (2017), Further education and skills inspections outcomes 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-dahttps:/www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/fe-data-library-apprenticeshipsta-sets/fe-data-library-apprenticeships


 
apprenticeships and climb the ladder of opportunity, employers are likely to find fewer skilled workers in their 

local area to fill job vacancies that are vital to their local economy. 

Sweeping reform is not always the best way to improve technical education. Sometimes, we just need to 

value what already works in our system and this means making bureaucracy work for learners, employers 

and providers rather than against them. 

ACTION: The Government should prioritise putting providers in the best possible 

condition to deliver high-quality technical education that benefits people and 

employers by valuing what already works and removing bureaucracy to ensure 

the best experiences and outcomes for learners and employers. 

With providers free to concentrate on their mission, employers will benefit from knowing where they can find 

reliable skilled workers and learners will be able to undertake a wide range of pathways enabling them to 

improve their life prospects, either through training or upskilling. In the longer term, this approach will help 

plug skills shortages within local communities and begin to address the country’s productivity gap with 

neighbouring economies such as Germany. 

Chapter 3: Student and employer demand 

In Chapter 3, the Government sets out in greater detail its plans to promote higher technical qualifications 

with a view to increasing their popularity with potential students, as well as boosting their reputation among 

employers. 

Apart from signalling the quality of HTQs through a kitemark scheme – showing that the Institute for 

Apprenticeships & Technical Education certifies that their content delivers the skills and knowledge set out 

in occupational standards – the Government pledges to ensure comprehensive careers advice for 12 to 18-

year olds in schools and colleges, more flexible delivery of qualifications, and clearer signposting of financial 

support. The Government believes that these proposals will allow employers to view HTQs as high-quality 

technical education programmes, whilst making them an attractive choice for students. 

CONCERN: AELP is concerned that the proposals have ignored apprenticeships, while 

considering classroom-based provision, and the importance of work-based 

learning in driving up the UK’s productivity. 

Apprenticeships are unique because they offer people of different backgrounds and expertise the opportunity 

to learn life-changing new skills, while getting paid in the process. By earning while learning and learning 

through doing, apprenticeships enable learners to develop new employer-led skills and perfecting a craft 

through practical enactment. This approach to work-based learning will be crucial in driving up productivity 

across all sectors of the economy from the smallest to largest businesses. 

It is difficult to understate the importance of work-based learning, and easy to forget how vital it is to employer 

confidence in the workforce. Technical education in England has the highest amount of on-the-job training 

among OECD countries, with apprenticeships including at least 80% of work-based learning. By contrast in 

Germany, where 30% of an apprenticeship’s time consists of off-the-job learning, apprentices hold 

increasingly lower levels of satisfaction with apprenticeships.7 

The Government is absolutely right to target the missing middle in technical education at Level 4 and Level 

5, but its proposals do not take into proper consideration the value of work-based learning. As on-the-job 

training is a fundamental element of technical education, employers are likely to expect HTQs to reflect this 

focus. Unless it gives work-based learning a central role in its reform proposals, the Government will struggle 

to sell to employers HTQs as high-quality programmes. 

 
7 European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (2015), Germany: Working conditions in 
apprenticeships 

https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/article/2015/germany-working-conditions-in-apprenticeships
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/article/2015/germany-working-conditions-in-apprenticeships


 
CONCERN: AELP is concerned that the proposals would replicate the educational offer of 

foundation degrees, rather than offering a distinct technical education 

alternative with labour market recognition. 

Instead of introducing a radical technical education alternative, these proposals risk confining HTQs to an 

already crowded market of Level 4 and Level 5 qualifications with low student awareness and diminishing 

popularity. For instance, foundation degrees have seen a steady decline in participation from 51,890 starts 

in 2013/14 to 33,975 in 2017/18.8 

England has the unique advantage of providing apprentices with more time in a living and breathing working 

environment to acquire and test life-changing new skills. This is an asset that should be valued when 

attempting to increase the popularity of technical education among students, as well as reinforcing employer 

confidence in it. 

ACTION: The Government should foster the current strengths of the English technical 

education system and continue focus on work-based learning rather than 

seeking to reinvent the wheel with higher technical qualifications that fail to take 

this factor into account. 

This is the best way to fulfil the Government’s ambition – stated in the industrial strategy and reiterated in 

these consultation proposals – to bridge the productivity gap with neighbouring economies such as Germany 

and tackle skills shortages across the economy. 

 
8 Higher Education Student Statistics: UK, 2017/18 

https://www.hesa.ac.uk/news/17-01-2019/sb252-higher-education-student-statistics


The Association of Employment and Learning Providers is a Company Limited by Guarantee.  

Company No. 2209949  

Association of Employment and Learning Providers  
2nd Floor, 
9 Apex Court 
Bradley Stoke 
Bristol  
BS32 4JT 
  
t: 0117 986 5389  
e: enquiries@aelp.org.uk  
www.aelp.org.uk  

 @AELPUK     

AELP 

mailto:enquiries@aelp.org.uk
http://www.aelp.org.uk/
http://www.aelp.org.uk/

	Front73
	AELP response to higher technical education consultation (002)
	AELP RED Submission (standard back cover)

