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Summary  
AELP welcomes both the government’s recognition and commitment to establishing a new National 
Retraining Scheme (NRS). The NRS has the potential to help provide the vital missing pieces of the national 
skills strategy puzzle to not only help with the creation of a more coherent adult skills strategy, but provide 
the support to fill the void created by the never ending exponential growth of technology impacting in the 
workplace. However, in order for this to happen AELP is urging the government that further vital refinement 
and repositioning is required to ensure that the NRS does not follow in the footsteps of the Employer 
Ownership of Skills (EOS) programme and become an expensive skills white elephant.  
 
In order for the NRS to be a success AELP believes that a number of changes need to be considered and built 
in to the programme. The NRS requires a clear and coherent strategy and needs to offer more than a digital 
platform and signposting service which duplicates the roles of the national careers service and Jobcentre 
Plus.  AELP’s blueprint to a successfully NRS includes the following key components for consideration:  
 
Funding - an increase and redeployment of existing participation funding to support the outputs of the 
NRS is an absolute must. Without this the NRS is simply creating more demand to programmes such as 
apprenticeships and the adult education budget (AEB) were funding has been significantly scaled back 
and/or is at risk of already being overspent in the near future. In the last AEB procurement in 2017, the 
demand for funding resulted in the procurement being over seven times oversubscribed. All adult funding 
must be accessible to all provider types and not be unnecessarily ring-fenced in the form of uncompetitive 
grant funding to ensure not only best value for money, but ensuring less funding is spent on subcontracting 
fees and charges and going direct to providers to spent on front line delivery. 

 
The existing and finite AEB, national and devolved should be used primarily to assist those needing support 
prior to level 2, English and maths up to level 2, ESOL and the many other vital programmes supporting 
progression and employability. Further funding is required to support any additionally outside of this 
primarily scope, much of which are already legal entitlements and should be ring-fenced and increased, not 
diluted down further.  

 
Programme design – a refinement of the current programme structure and delivery model.  The following 
includes a list of proposals to how the government should consider how it could reshape the NRS to ensure it 
is fit for purpose. These include the following: 

Restructuring the programme to become a “traineeship for adults."  Repackaging the current 
components of the NRS to be a more coherent programme – one way of doing that would be to 
create an “adult traineeship” for both the unemployed and employed participants through the NRS. 
The programme would need a clearly defined set of outcome and progression measures, with 
providers being financially incentivised to support participants to both complete and progress. 
 
Relaxing the eligibility requirements - enabling the reskilling of existing staff whose jobs are at risk 
of automation, the upskilling of staff who need to improve their digital skills to retain their place 
in the workforce and including those made unemployed as a result automation and technological 
advancements. In allowing this flexibility, it would enable staff at risk of automation and 
technological displacement to be redeployed within their existing employer rather than having to 
change employment. Government needs to consider not only the impact of automation replacing 
existing jobs, but how the NRS could be harnessed in regards to the new/latest digital skills needed 
by the workforce and the upskilling of workers stuck in the trap of low value jobs. 
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Allowing the NRS to include the reskilling of prisoners. With statutory legislation proving to be a 
problematic barrier to allow willing apprenticeship levy paying employers to transfer their unspent 
apprenticeship levy to fund the retraining of prisoners to help reoffending, the NRS could become a 
short term vehicle to fill that void until these barriers are removed.  
 
An alternative approach to investment is required to ensure both affordability and shared 
accountability and responsibility. Government needs to consider an alternative approach to ensure 
that employers share the responsibility of the investment needed to safeguard effective workforce 
development. This would also would ensure the wider affordability in covering the investment 
required within these proposals, which mixes co-funding, no government subsidy and full funding. 

 
Enable adults with existing transferable prior knowledge and competence to build on these and 
“top-up” their skills, knowledge and behaviour and for this to be formally recognised. Currently the 
compliance rules behind the mainstream apprenticeship programme unfairly prohibits those with a 
level of prior learning and experience. In some cases, with apprenticeships which are 12 months in 
duration any prior learning renders a potential apprentice ineligible. The NRS should be a route to 
enable participants to “top-up” their existing skills and then undertake the independent and rigours 
end point assessment and enable them to become recognised as industry qualified. This ultimately 
then allows for the recognition of knowledge, skills and behaviours, driving value for money for 
government and also dealing with those significantly competent, but not competent enough to 
move to the next level who need the formal certification for the role they are in. 

 
Ensure a consistency of approach and avoiding duplication of existing resources. It is vital the 
government understands its own role if the NRS is to be successful. This includes recognising the 
roles of the stakeholders already in the skills ecosystem in terms of the regulation of both quality 
assurance and the quality of the programmes being delivered as part of the NRS. Furthermore, in an 
age of austerity government must ensure value for money and should not look to create or 
commission learning resources when high quality tools are already available within the sector. Quite 
simply the government needs to channel this funding into participation.        
 
Better utilising training providers for employer engagement should be key. Government should 
both embrace and harness providers to drive engagement. In doing so this would be building on the 
long established and trusted links that training providers have to support in promoting and 
encouraging engagement. AELP members have strong relationships with nearly 400,000 employers, 
which highlights the reach and breadth and the effectiveness to which independent providers 
operate.    

 

Exploring the challenges which lie ahead 
At the Conservative Party Conference in Birmingham in October 2018, the then Chancellor of the Exchequer, 
Philip Hammond announced to the Conference an initial, but significant £100 million investment in the 
National Retraining Scheme as part of a conference speech that, aimed at putting further education and 
skills at the front of the government’s economic strategy.  
 
Fast forward on from the Conservative Party Conference and earlier this year the Office for National 
Statistics (ONS) highlighted the stark challenges ahead, reporting that some 1.5 million people in England are 
at high risk of losing their jobs to automation. The ONS analysed the jobs of 20 million people in 2017 and 
found 7.4% of these were at high risk of being replaced. The ONS identified that 70% of the roles at high risk 
of automation are currently held by women. Part-timers and the young are the next most at risk. Such 
evidence highlights the critical importance of the government’s new NRS in not only helping address the 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/articles/whichoccupationsareathighestriskofbeingautomated/2019-03-25
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consequences of automation, but also play a crucial role in improving adult skills and promoting lifelong 
learning. Economic and technological change is indeed transforming the labour market in this country, a 
challenge for the here and now and not just the distant future, resulting in significant job losses for some 
and changes in the demand for skills for many more.  

However, the consequences of automation should be just one of three different challenges that the NRS 
should be supporting to address. Our proposals go further:  
 

1. The first challenge is the impact of automation on existing jobs and the need for employees to retrain 
and keep their skills and knowledge both current and up-to-date. Government should not be 
expected to be the responsible body in this challenge, with employers needing to step up and invest 
in tackling this. On this basis we propose that there is no direct government subsidy to fund this 
training, although employers could still be incentivised through other routes, such as tax breaks and 
similar incentives.  

 
2. The second challenge is jobs being lost as a result of automation. In these scenarios there is a 

stronger argument and rationale for government to provide a level of direct support for these 
workers alongside employers. On this basis we propose that government and employers share the 
investment requirements, with government funding 50% of the provision and employers funding the 
other 50%. 
 

3. The final challenge is those individuals stuck in low skilled, low value jobs were the individuals 
struggle to progress. In these scenarios there is strongest rationale for government to directly 
support these individuals as employers are less like to want to invest in these workers. In times of 
“full employment” it is right to fund the retraining of the existing workforce, rather than those out of 
work as this is the only way to meet skills demand and beneficial to society and productivity. On this 
basis we propose that government should cover 100% of the cost of retraining.  

 
Improving opportunities for lifelong learning has never been more important, with much more needed to be 
done to boost investment in skills and stop the UK falling behind other comparable and competing nations. 
However, the adult skills budget has been cut in half over the past decade, resulting in halving the number of 
adults who are learning and training. Depressingly over 9 million adults still have poor levels of literacy and 
numeracy, whilst 6 million adults do not a level 2 or level 3 qualification and in terms of social mobility, it is 
those with lower levels of qualifications or with no qualifications whose jobs are most at risk of automation. 
The sectors where jobs are most at risk of automation include hospitality and retail. In hospitality the ONS 
highlighted the risk to current jobs such as waiters, bar staff, kitchen and catering assistants.  
 
AELP believes that currently the NRS represents good policy intent and is much needed, but the 
implementation has been piecemeal, is being developed in an agile styled philosophy and lacks a clear and 
coherent plan and strategy. Despite there being £100m initially ring-fenced for the NRS there ultimately is a 
clear lack of investment in the core delivery and participation funding, rendering the NRS into an information 
sharing platform. In essence the programme needs a clearer and coherent identify. To date a significant part 
of the Chancellor’s generous commitment has been invested in the form of the development and 
deployment of a digital intermediary platform, offering participants in the NRS an online skills checker and a 
signposting service for jobs and training.  Many will argue that such services and tools already exist and this 
duplicates much of the work of the existing National Careers Service and indeed Jobcentre Plus. The digital 
platform itself is highly automated, allowing learners to undertake online skills assessments and identify 
their own skills and knowledge based through matching their current job roles against predefined banked 
job roles and associated skills and knowledge which are likely to have been developed by individuals working 
in such roles.  However, for the NRS to be a success it needs to be much more than just a digital platform.    
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An increase and redeployment of existing participation funding to support the outputs of the NRS is an 
absolute must. Failing to address this is simply creating more demand to programmes were funding has 
either been significantly scaled back and/or is at risk of already being overspent in the near future.  In the 
last AEB procurement in 2017, the demand for funding resulted in the procurement being over seven times 
oversubscribed, highlighting the pressure already within the system before the NRS was even announced.  
Furthermore, adult funding must be accessible to all provider types and not be unnecessarily ring-fenced in 
the form of uncompetitive grant funding to ensure not only best value for money, but ensuring less funding 
is spent on unnecessary subcontracting fees and charges and going direct to providers to spent on front line 
delivery. In June 2019, AELP published a separate paper on the case for a 100% commissioning approach for 
the total AEB. 
 
Currently as it stands the NRS will rely heavily on employers and where applicable with the help of the trade 
unions to engage their existing employees/members to encourage them to participate in the scheme. This 
paper has already highlighted the important role that providers can play in engaging both employers and 
participants onto the programme. Without the involvement of providers there remain a number of further 
challenges which could hold back participation in the NRS.  Firstly, the contractual implications of the direct 
employer-employee interaction could be a legal minefield, in essence in this is a scenario where an employer 
informs their employees that their jobs are likely to disappear and they therefore might want to consider 
retraining on the basis of a future job away from their current employer.  Secondly, in a period of full 
employment will employers really want to encourage employees into a scheme that will mean they will 
ultimately need to leave and join a new employer. Just because jobs are at risk of automation doesn’t mean 
that employers will look to move their employees out of their businesses. Many employers will want to 
retain loyal and trusted staff and would rather reskills them, something the NRS does not allow for which we 
believe should be added in to allow for greater flexibility and would help encourage greater employer buy-in. 

 

About AELP 
Members of the Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) support employers in the delivery 
of 75% of apprenticeships in England and they deliver other publicly funded skills and employment 
programmes through engagement with 380,000 employers. The majority of AELP’s 900+ members are 
independent private, not-for-profit and voluntary sector training and employment services organisations with 
employers, universities, FE colleges, schools and end-point assessment organisations joining AELP in increasing 
numbers. 
 
Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) 
A: 9 Apex Court, Bradley Stoke, Bristol, BS32 4JT 
T: 0117 986 5389 
E: enquiries@aelp.org.uk  
W: www.aelp.org.uk 

https://www.aelp.org.uk/media/3171/bp-63-aeb-approach-to-commissioning.pdf
mailto:enquiries@aelp.org.uk
http://www.aelp.org.uk/


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/

	#75Front
	AELP's blueprint to making the National Retraining Scheme (NRS) a success - FINAL Version Sept 2019
	AELP RED Submission (standard back cover)

