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AELP response to the South Yorkshire devolution consultation 
Executive Summary 

The mayoral combined authority (MCA) of the Sheffield City Region (SCR) is consulting on 
the devolution deal for South Yorkshire, which would give the devolution of powers over skills 
and training funding to the area covering the local authorities of Barnsley, Doncaster, 
Rotherham, and Sheffield. 

The SCR has stated its intention to improve educations attainment and increase the number 
of people progressing into suitable careers across South Yorkshire. To that end, it has 
proposed to take responsibility for: 

• promoting participation in education and training for young people between the age of 
16 and 17. 

• promoting high standards and access to opportunities in education and training for 
every learner. 

• making appropriate arrangements to assist people to train for, obtain and stay in 
employment. 

• securing provision of facilities for apprenticeship training for young people aged 16 to 
18 and 19 to 24. 

AELP supports the principle of devolution over skills and training to mayoral combined 
authorities but continues to advocate the full procurement of funding to reduce the level of 
subcontracting and ensure the existence of a level playing field for all providers in further 
education (FE). 

Independent training providers (ITPs) play a pivotal role within their local community in 
providing high-quality training opportunities to learners from the most disadvantaged 
backgrounds and enabling their progression to higher levels of education. With some notable 
exceptions such as Tees Valley, devolution over the adult education budget (AEB) relies 
heavily on a grant-based approach to local colleges and local authorities, thereby preventing 
ITPs from making a contribution. 

Although we agree with the sentiment guiding the devolution proposals for South Yorkshire, 
we urge the MCA of the Sheffield City Region to seriously consider our policy proposals to 
fully procure the AEB and reconsider the role of subcontracting across the region. 

Throughout our response to the consultation’s section on the devolution of powers over skills 
and education, AELP has made a series of observations that address the SCR’s proposals in 
this area: 

• Any strategy aiming to promote participation in education and training among 16 and 
17-year olds needs to appreciate the importance of Level 2 qualifications as the first 



rung in the career progression ladder for many people, but also within key sectors of 
the economy (e.g. social care, business administration, hospitality, construction). 

• Encouraging access to opportunities in education and training requires a clear and 
impartial structure for the provision of careers information, advice and guidance (IAG) 
which connects pupils, parents, and schools with their local training providers and 
employers. 

• The task of assisting people wishing to learn new skills in order to improve their career 
prospects or stay in suitable employment due to external factors (e.g. increasing 
automation) cannot hope to succeed unless it is accompanied by a clearer and less 
fragmented careers IAG landscape. 

• Securing the provision of high-quality apprenticeships at the right levels requires the 
support of employers, who play an important role in the development of standards, and 
adequate financial backing from the Government for non-levy paying SMEs, who have 
seen a squeeze in funding since 2017. 

Promoting participation in education and training for 16 and 17-year olds 

Over 42% of 16-year olds leaving compulsory education do not have a Level 2 and most 
learners have to rest their GCSEs for Maths and English, when there are far more effective 
albeit inadequately funded alternatives available such as functional skills.1 

Level 2 is a crucial step in the professional development of individuals and is vital to increasing 
social mobility. The skills, knowledge and behaviours acquired at Level 2 are amongst the 
most life-changing within the apprenticeships programme. By equipping learners with core 
skills required across key sectors of the economy, Level 2 represents the first rung in the 
ladder of opportunity for the thousands of people who leave school with few or no 
qualifications.  

However, since the introduction of the apprenticeships reforms in 2017, policymakers and 
opinion-formers have wrongly claimed that a Level 2 apprenticeship does not deserve to be 
called as such. With the introduction of new standards that place a much greater focus on 
training rather than assessment, this notion is not just misconceived but plainly wrong. 

There are too few apprenticeship standards available at Level 2 and this – combined with the 
permanent phasing out of frameworks from August 2020 – has the potential to hinder access 
to talent for employers and close off avenues for career progression. 

AELP believes that the SCR’s commitment to promote the participation in education 
and training for 16 and 17-year olds is a step in the right direction, but it needs to 
incorporate a profound appreciation of Level 2 apprenticeships as unconstrained entry 
points into employment. 

Understanding the importance of Level 2 qualifications and setting out a plan of action to 
attract young people towards this goal is certainly important for the national economy, but it is 
event more vital for the local economy. Between 2014/15 and 2018/19, Level 2 apprenticeship 
achievements have gone down from 5,206 to 2,507 across South Yorkshire.2 

Promoting access to opportunity for education and training 

 
1 https://www.aelp.org.uk/media/2334/submission-51-the-importance-of-level-2-skills-provision.pdf 
2 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/fe-data-library-apprenticeships#apprenticeship-
and-traineeships-annual-data 

https://www.aelp.org.uk/media/2334/submission-51-the-importance-of-level-2-skills-provision.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/fe-data-library-apprenticeships#apprenticeship-and-traineeships-annual-data
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/fe-data-library-apprenticeships#apprenticeship-and-traineeships-annual-data


Pupils should be able to make informed choices about their future career prospects based on 
a comprehensive and factual understanding of what the labour market has to offer, as well as 
their own personal strengths. 

However, schools cannot rely on an excellent track record when it comes to providing 
comprehensive and impartial careers IAG. More than two-thirds of schools in England are 
flouting their obligation to provide broad and unbiased careers guidance in line with the legal 
requirements set in the Baker Clause in 2017.3 This means that only 11% of pupils encouraged 
to pursue an apprenticeships.4 

These imbalances give young learners a skewed picture of the career opportunities the labour 
market has to offer, while they also do nothing to help promote access to FE and training at a 
time when key sectors of the economy (e.g. social care, construction, hospitality) face 
problematic skills shortages. 

While we applaud the SCR’s commitment to “promote high standards, fair access to 
opportunity for education and training and the fulfilment of learning potential”, this requires a 
system for impartial and comprehensive careers IAG that is currently not there. 

AELP believes that the SCR can play a pivotal role in fostering connections between 
schools, providers and employers through regional networks in an effort to give pupils 
access to a wider range of career opportunities. 

By virtue of its status as a mayoral combined authority with fully devolved powers over 
education and skills, the Sheffield City Region would be uniquely placed to foster greater 
dialogue between schools and providers through regional networks. 

Regional networks are particularly suited to act as impartial brokers between schools and 
providers and foster collaboration between the two sides. On one hand, they can help schools 
give pupils comprehensive careers advice in full compliance with the Baker Clause by 
managing and controlling the flow of requests from training providers and employers, thereby 
allaying a key concern about the volume of interest that schools currently get. On the other 
hand, they can guarantee fair access to pupils for training providers and employers looking to 
recruit the workers of tomorrow. 

Assisting people to train for, obtain and stay in employment 

Besides failing to provide a complete picture of available opportunities to young people in 
schools, the current system of careers IAG is also struggling to help adults to retrain and upskill 
for new employment. 

Its fragmentation means that there are different programmes having the same responsibilities 
and delivering almost identical services. For example, the National Retraining Scheme (NRS) 
was launched in 2017 with the objective to specifically retrain existing workers whose jobs are 
at risk due to increasing automation. However, the NRS has over time developed as a digital 
careers signposting service for adults, which basically replicates the role of the National 
Careers Service (NCS) and Jobcentre Plus. 

AELP believes that the SCR has a prominent role to play in helping people navigate the 
intricate waters of the current careers IAG landscape, as well as using its particular 
status to lobby the national government on the issue of reform in this sector. 

 
3 https://www.ippr.org/research/publications/the-baker-clause-one-year-on 
4 https://feweek.co.uk/2020/01/31/11-of-15-18s-encouraged-to-take-up-an-apprenticeship/ 

https://www.ippr.org/research/publications/the-baker-clause-one-year-on
https://feweek.co.uk/2020/01/31/11-of-15-18s-encouraged-to-take-up-an-apprenticeship/


The best way to help people acquire new skills, either because they are seeking a change of 
scenery or their current job is at risk due to increasing automation, is to reconfigure the careers 
IAG landscape to make it clearer and less fragmented. 

AELP has already highlighted the need to refocus existing careers IAG services to avoid 
duplication and bring greater clarity, as well as recasting the NRS as a traineeship for adults 
with a clearly defined set of outcomes and progression measures.5 

 

In a briefing paper on reforming careers IAG,6 AELP set out the following recommendations 
for a more unified careers system: 

• Facilitating collaboration between schools and training providers. 
• Refocusing existing initiatives and programmes. 
• Investing in better workforce development for teachers. 
• Incentivising schools to promote apprenticeships. 
• Enforcing the Baker Clause. 

Our policy proposals for reforming the NRS and a joined-up approach to careers would be 
perfect springboards for a conversation on the subject, leading to potential policy shifts.  

Securing provision of facilities for apprenticeship training 

The apprenticeship reforms of 2017 – which included the introduction of the apprenticeship 
levy on employers with a pay bill above £3 million – have proved a game-changing opportunity 
for employers but have also brought about some unintended consequences. 

On one hand, the reforms have put employers in the driving seat when it comes to deciding 
the skills that apprenticeship should teach and spending levy funds in line with their respective 
business strategy and workforce planning. On the other hand, SME employers – who train the 
majority of apprentices, provide national coverage and are a critical part of the apprenticeship 
system – have suffered because of the constraints on the non-levy budget allocation.7 

Apprenticeships must provide people with unconstrained entry points into employment which 
vary depending on employers and sectors. For many young people, as outlined earlier in this 
response, this entry point lies at Level 2 but, for many others, it could be on any point up to 
Level 7.8 

AELP has repeatedly called on the Government to commit to a ring-fenced non-levy budget 
of £1.5 billion per annum, which would cover apprenticeship funding amongst non-levy paying 
employers for apprentices up to the age of 18.9 

AELP believes that the SCR should use the devolved powers to work with local 
employers to address the issue of apprenticeship funding with the national 

 
5 https://www.aelp.org.uk/media/3386/75-aelps-blueprint-to-making-the-national-retraining-scheme-
nrs-a-success.pdf 
6 https://www.aelp.org.uk/media/3549/81-a-joined-up-approach-to-careers-information-advice-and-
guidance.pdf  
7 https://www.aelp.org.uk/news/news/press-releases/leave-the-apprenticeship-levy-alone-say-group-
of-uk-s-largest-employers/ 
8 https://www.aelp.org.uk/news/news/press-releases/leave-the-apprenticeship-levy-alone-say-group-
of-uk-s-largest-employers/ 
9 https://www.aelp.org.uk/media/2625/submission-54.pdf 

https://www.aelp.org.uk/media/3386/75-aelps-blueprint-to-making-the-national-retraining-scheme-nrs-a-success.pdf
https://www.aelp.org.uk/media/3386/75-aelps-blueprint-to-making-the-national-retraining-scheme-nrs-a-success.pdf
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government, while also ensuring the availability of high-quality provision in the right 
standards at the right levels. 
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