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Executive Summary 

In March 2020, the Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education (IfATE) published a 

consultation on proposals to move towards a system where external quality assurance (EQA) 

is delivered directly by the regulatory bodies – Ofqual and the Office for Students (OfS). 

The objective of these proposals can be summed up in three words “strengthen”, “simplify” 

and “change”. 

• Strengthen EQA delivery by bringing end point assessment (EPA) within the scope of 

regulatory bodies such as Ofqual and the OfS. 

• Simplify EQA delivery by requiring EPA organisations (EPAOs) to deal with just one or 

two lead EQA organisations (EQAOs). 

• Change the way EQA delivery is funded by moving away from a system that charges 

EPAOs towards one backed up directly by being top sliced centrally by government.  

AELP is pleased that this specific policy area is finally being examined, particularly in light of 

long-standing inconsistencies and flaws within its current design since its inception through 

the wider apprenticeship reforms of 2017. 

AELP believes that having a robust external quality assurance system is a critical requirement 

in ensuring that employers can have full confidence in the end point assessment process and 

that ultimately their apprentices are properly equipped with the right level of externally tested 

skills, knowledge and behaviours to meet their needs and help drive productivity. This means 

having an EPA system that is well-designed and centred on assessing an apprentice’s 

occupational competence, which always leads to consistent results and fair outcomes for all 

apprentices who might be assessed by different end point assessment organisations offering 

end point assessment for a specific standard or standards. 

With this as our guiding principle, we make the following considerations throughout our 

consultation response: 

• AELP strongly supports the IfATE’s proposals to strengthen EQA by making Ofqual 

and the OfS the lead bodies in ensuring that we have a robust quality assurance 

system in place for apprenticeship standards. 

• AELP believes that professional bodies and employer-groups should be allowed to 

assist Ofqual and the OfS in a supporting capacity by providing sector-specific 

expertise, but they should not lead the process and are not regulators. 

• AELP believes that Ofqual’s approach to expectations and recognition is the gold 

standard in quality assurance and all EPAOs should aspire towards achieving that 

standard, despite the challenging nature of that process.  

• AELP recognises that the majority of current EPAOs are not Ofqual recognised, 

however these EPAOs do not deliver the majority of end point assessment volumes, 

but nevertheless many still provide an important role and should be supported in 

gaining recognition and being part of the system as part of the wider transition process. 

• AELP applauds the proposals to change the way in which EQA is funded, moving away 

from a system that imposes significant financial and bureaucratic burdens by charging 

organisations for each apprentice going through EPA. Funding EQA centrally will not 

only save bureaucracy for EQAOs, EPAOs, providers and employers, but will 

ultimately ensure more funding can be spent on the training of apprentices. 
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Ensuring the EPA system is robust, reliable, fair, consistent and high quality 

Since 2017, employer-led groups and trailblazers have been able to choose whomever they 

would rather have responsibility for EQA on their individual apprenticeship standards. The 

government’s plans originally gave employers choice between four types of organisations: 

• Regulators (i.e. Ofqual and the OfS) 

• Professional bodies 

• Employer groups 

• Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education 

Originally the vision was that the IfATE would serve as a “backstop” option in cases where no 

quality assurance body, whose description fell within the first three categories, offered to either 

take up responsibility for conducting EQA or was unwilling to take responsibility without 

changes to the proposed assessment plan created by the employers group. The IfATE 

currently subcontracts out apprenticeship standards where they are responsible for EQA for 

to Open Awards. Despite being the “backstop” option the IfATE currently has EQA 

responsibility for over 50% of the 500+ apprenticeship standards – this fact in itself highlights 

the gap between what was expected and what the outturn has been.  

AELP has argued strongly from the start that this model was flawed because – despite giving 

employers more decision-making powers in line with the spirit of apprenticeship reforms in 

2017 – it allowed the involvement of organisations that did not have enough or indeed any 

experience of assessment or quality assurance in the system. EQA is crucial to guaranteeing 

that stakeholders involved in the EPA process are maintaining quality and consistency and – 

as a consequence – ensuring that apprentices who pass their respective EPA are prepared 

and fully competent in their chosen occupational field. Furthermore, employers and their 

apprentices need to have unreserved confidence on the new grading measures that were 

introduced to apprenticeships through the addition of end point assessment.  

The only reliable way to ensure that EPAOs fulfil this duty is to enforce robust external quality 

assurance arrangements through competent and experienced bodies with strong regulatory 

powers, who can act if there are inconsistencies or failures by issuing sanctions with 

recognised weight in a manner that professional bodies and employer groups just do not have. 

Along with overseeing the external quality assurance role, by giving Ofqual a leading role this 

also allows for the wider evolution of developing and standardising the current range of 

approaches to end point assessment across the current range of apprenticeship assessment 

plans. Currently the system is littered with both significant and slight variations and specific 

requirements included by employers that with hindsight have made the deliverability of some 

assessment plans unnecessary complex and in some cases disadvantaging the apprentices. 

It is important to note that there is also the potential added burden of having both Ofqual’s 

conditions of recognition and the EQA framework for EPAOs to work with, so where possible 

these should be combined. Currently the quality assurance and monitoring is also set at an 

individual standard level and this could become unmanageable for both Ofqual and the OfS 

once volumes start to increase. Therefore, moving forward we would recommend that this 

approach be adapted to focus on a selection approach, based on a number of risk factors, 

which could include the newness of the standard/assessment plan and if a license to practice 

is part of the outcome.  
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AELP supports the principle of the proposals to reinforce EQA by making Ofqual and 

the OfS the lead organisations of external quality assurance, in line with the position 

that we have advocated over the last three years. 

Role of professional bodies and employer groups 

The choice to give employers and professional bodies a greater say and role in the field of 

external quality assurance was not incoherent with the underlying spirit behind the 

apprenticeship reforms of 2017. 

The IfATE is proposing to have the main regulators (i.e. Ofqual and the OfS) work with 

professional bodies across different industries, who will be placed on an EQA list based on 

their respective expertise and knowledge. 

AELP stands behind the spirit of this proposal, as it strikes a better balance between the need 

for enforcing high quality assurance across all apprenticeship standards, co-ordinated by the 

experienced regulators, with the benefit of drawing on sector-specific occupational expertise 

and advice from those best placed to ensure the right blend of assessment expertise and 

industry-led knowledge. It will be crucial that Ofqual and OfS maintain close and clear 

communication channels so approaches to quality assurance remain consistent. 

Professional bodies do indeed have a lot to offer when it comes to providing expertise within 

their own respective sectors, but only when they work under the direction of the experienced 

regulatory bodies. Ofqual and the Office for Students possess an understanding and a set of 

tools with regulatory purposes that professional bodies and employers just do not have. 

AELP firmly believes that – when it comes to EQA – professional bodies and employer-

groups should play a supporting role in a new form of co-ordinated partnership, with 

the regulators, Ofqual and the OfS firmly in the driving seat as the lead organisations 

and it be set out what additional value each partnership adds to the integrity of 

assessments. 

The gold standard for quality 

With Ofqual and the OfS taking over full responsibility for EQA, the IfATE has suggested the 

concept of a transition period in order to help all the involved stakeholders better adjust to the 

new system. 

AELPs strongly support the notion of a transition period but believes it ought to last no more 

than two years. This is important to guarantee that as many apprentices as possible may 

benefit from a more robust regime of high-quality assurance in time for when they are 

scheduled to take their end point assessment. 

AELP regards Ofqual’s approach as the “gold standard” of quality assurance and thinks that 

every EPAO should be working towards achieving that standard. There are approximately 270 

EPAOs listed on the official register of the Education and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA), but 

only circa 30% of them are recognised by Ofqual. 

AELP recognises that the majority of current EPAOs are not Ofqual recognised and, even 

though these EPAOs do not deliver the majority of end point assessment volumes, many still 

provide an important role and should be supported in gaining recognition and being part of the 

system as part of the transition process. That is why the Institute’s plans need to strike a 

delicate balance between enforcing strong EQA and helping EPAOs achieve recognition from 

Ofqual. 
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The transition period is also important as more widely a number of the existing assessment 

plans for some standards will need to be reviewed and, in some cases, strengthen to meet 

the requirement for good and robust assessment set out Ofqual. Changes such as these will 

have wider impacts on not just EPAOs, but also providers who are supporting apprentices 

prepare for their end point assessments, therefore there needs to be suitable timeline to 

ensure any changes are communicated and accounted for. 

Funding EQA fairly and efficiently 

At the moment, different EQAOs have different charging arrangements agreed with the IfATE 

for conducting the same process of EQA. This system of funding EQA through charging 

different stakeholders across the EQA “supply chain” is completely unsustainable for the entire 

system. 

This approach in some cases was not only retrospectively brought in but created significant 

bureaucracy and additional cost for the IfATE, EQAOs, EPAOs, providers and employers. In 

many cases the administrative cost of administering this approach costs more than the cost 

of the actual EQA. 

It is important to recognise though that EQA is a necessary requirement and there is a cost 

for this function. Therefore, the focus should be about value for money and ensuring it is done 

in the most efficient, fair and transparent way as possible.  

The IfATE proposes a new approach that would see EQA funded directly by the government 

through apprenticeship levy proceeds as a centralised cost, rather than continuing to rely on 

the current arrangements, which involves a convoluted and highly costly administratively 

heavy process. 

AELP believes that proposals to move toward a centralised government-funded model 

for EQA, top sliced from the levy is the best approach to funding the cost of EQA 

The current system of charging EPAOs a range of different rates depending on different 

standards for each apprentice creates significant financial and bureaucratic obstacles, which 

end up affecting the strength of EQA and the confidence in the quality of apprentices who 

have gone through apprenticeships. 

Association of Employment & Learning Providers (AELP) 

March 2020 

 

 


