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Targeted Autumn Covid-19 Recovery Package for Skills:  A set of recommendations by the 
Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) 
 
AELP was pleased by the commitment to skills training shown by the Chancellor in his July 2020 ‘Plan 
for Jobs’ and that Rishi Sunak rightly identified the key role that further education providers will play in 
helping the economy bounce back from Covid-19.  However, only time will tell to the effectiveness of 
the additional investment to support employers through additional employer incentives to support 
new hires and apprentices, along with significant backing in the form of the reformed Traineeship 
programme and the Kickstart scheme to help young people find employment.  
 
Following on from the Plan for Jobs, we now head towards the Budget and the Comprehensive 
Spending Review, covering the next three-year period, where AELP hopes the theme moving forward 
will be very much a ‘Plan for Skills’.  In the meantime AELP believes there is still a need to tackle more 
immediate challenges created as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic and this requires some further 
short-term targeted interventions. 
 
Separate from the Comprehensive Spending Review submission process, AELP is making the following 
recommendations to the government for consideration: 
 

• Recommendation 1: Provide additional support for apprentices disrupted by Covid-19 by 
extending funded training by 3 months to support a catch-up period. 

 

• Recommendation 2: Protection for at-risk young apprentices who have been previously 
furloughed through the introduction of a new targeted wage subsidy and/or an extension to 
the job retention scheme.  

 

• Recommendation 3: Extend the current ESFA funding rules to appropriately support and 
safeguard displaced apprentices undertaking longer duration apprenticeship programmes. 

 

• Recommendation 4: Supporting more apprentices to complete their apprenticeship on time, 
allowing them to progress through extending the end point assessment (EPA) and functional 
skills qualifications (FSQ) flexibilities and/or discretions until July 2021, including flexing the 
sequencing of on-programme qualifications to allow apprentices to avoid unnecessary stop-go 
gaps in their programme of learning. 

 

• Recommendation 5: Allow training providers flexibility to support employed at-risk learners on 
adult education budget (AEB) programmes, enabling them to continue their training and 
support them as part of their transition to secure alternative employment. 

 

• Recommendation 6: Recognising the efforts of all providers who over-delivered on their adult 
education budget (AEB) contract in FY19-20 to provide continuity of service, including 
supporting key workers during the outset of the Covid-19 pandemic.  

 

• Recommendation 7: Ensuring the appropriate recognition by the ESFA of the impact of the 
Covid-19 pandemic on providers and the pragmatic accounting/audit for this in measuring a 
provider’s performance. 
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Recommendations in detail 
Recommendation 1: Provide additional support for apprentices disrupted by Covid-19 by extending 
funded training by 3 months to support a catch-up period. The indisputable fact is that during the 
Covid-19 lockdown period, there have been a significant number of apprentices, who through no fault 
of their own or that of their employer or training providers, have dropped behind on their planned 
learning and experienced significant disruption to their individual apprenticeship programme.  
 
For evidence to support this, the government needs to look no further than the independent review by 
Ofsted into the effectiveness of online learning during Covid-19.  Ofsted’s review highlights the 
“considerable efforts to support learners” made by providers during the lockdown period. However, it 
also tells a story of mixed experiences, finding issues with connectivity, some teachers “not always 
being able to use online learning sessions effectively to check on and develop learning” along with 
finding that generally learners, although engaged, were not able to make the progress on their 
learning programmes as if they were receiving training via the traditional route.  
 
As a result, we now have a significant cohort of apprentices who have made slower progress than 
originally planned, many of whom have been furloughed and when returning from furlough need 
additional support to enable them to transition back to work and learning.  As we head into the 
autumn, a growing number of apprentices who were due to finish in the summer are moving past their 
planned end dates and becoming unfunded.  Where apprentices have been furloughed, providers have 
continued to support the apprentice by delivering training, but many providers have warned us that 
the volume of unfunded apprentices is starting to spiral steeply and the delays to end point 
assessment and functional skills qualifications outcomes are additional contributing factors here. 
 

AELP believes the solution is an injection of additional catch-up funding to support the extension to 
apprentices’ programmes by up to 3 months, with additional funding needed to cover this period of 
additional catch-up training.  
 

Recommendation 2: Protection for at-risk young apprentices who have been previously furloughed 
through the introduction of a new targeted wage subsidy and/or an extension to the job retention 
scheme. While the Plan for Jobs will help stimulate new apprenticeship starts, there has been no move 
to specifically added protection beyond the mainstream Job Retention Scheme targeted at protecting 
young apprentices aged between 16-24 who are at the real and most risk of becoming displaced 
through being made redundant.  
 
While a wage subsidy has the potential to be a significant investment, AELP believes that a scheme for 
young adults should be implemented before the end of October and the criteria for eligibility should 
be tied into if the 16-24 apprentice has previously been placed on the Job Retention Scheme and 
therefore be at greater risk of becoming displaced as the scheme comes to an end.  By having a very 
targeted approach, this would provide greater assurance to HMT that the scheme does not become 
very costly but reduces the threat of deadweight if the scheme were opened more widely.  
 
Recommendation 3: Extend the current ESFA funding rules to appropriately support and safeguard 
displaced apprentices undertaking longer duration apprenticeship programmes.  The current ESFA 
funding rules on support arrangements available to redundant apprentice are a helpful mechanism.   
But AELP believes that they do not go far enough to support apprentices appropriately and effectively 
on longer duration programmes.  Currently, the rules allow training providers to support apprentices 
through the “alternative English apprenticeship” route to complete their apprenticeship if they are 
within 6 months of the end of their practical period, or up to 12 weeks of support if they are more than 
6 months from the end of their practical period.  
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On the shorter duration programmes which are 12 months in duration, this safeguard equates to 
supporting apprentices with enhanced support if they are 50% or greater of the way through their 
apprenticeship.  Compare this to an apprentice on a 36-month apprenticeship and comparably this 
means the apprentice needs to be around 85% of the way through their apprenticeship to obtain the 
enhanced level of support.  
 

AELP’s recommendation is to redraw the requirements and rather than base the decision on the time 
from the end of the practical period, it should be an enhancement available to all apprentices who are 
at least 50% of the way through their programme, as opposed to being 6 months from the end.  AELP 
believes that this would both fairly and more appropriately safeguard more apprentices on longer 
duration programmes while offsetting the risk if the apprentice is made redundant and would struggle 
to find alternative suitable employment during the normal 12-week period of redundancy support. 
 

Recommendation 4. Supporting more apprentices to complete their apprenticeship on time, 
allowing them to progress through extending the end point assessment (EPA) and functional skills 
qualifications (FSQ) flexibilities and/or discretions until July 2021, including flexing the sequencing of 
on-programme qualifications to allow apprentices to avoid unnecessary stop-go gaps in their 
programme of learning.  AELP recognises the efforts of the IfATE and trailblazer employers in adapting 
the end point assessment requirements for over 120 assessment plans, ensuring the assessments are 
still robust and rigorous.  Furthermore, the EPAO community has invested considerably in developing 
additional materials and assessments to turn those flexibilities into operational assessments for 
apprentices.  
 

AELP believes that rather taking a short-term approach, it would be more sensible and helpful if the 
IfATE extended their flexibilities on end point assessment through until the end of the academic year in 
July 2021.  During this period, it would also give the IfATE more time to consider which flexibilities to 
retain past the pandemic period and how this can help the long-standing challenge of ensuring that 
EPA is appropriately scalable and sustainable as the volumes eventually recover and start to ramp up 
over time. 
 

During the summer period, the ESFA also allowed apprentices on apprenticeship standards to 
undertake their end point assessment ahead of receiving their centre assessed calculated results for 
functional skills qualifications (FSQs) in a change to the gateway requirements.  That flexibility was 
hugely beneficial to apprentices as it meant they did not lose up to 12 weeks of dead time waiting to 
move to the next stage of their apprenticeship programme.  The Ofqual direction of travel has been to 
move away from calculated assessments to adapted assessments for FSQs; however, we are still seeing 
bottlenecks building in delays for apprentices to undertake the adapted FSQ assessments.  Therefore a 
further extension to allowing a temporary change to the sequencing of maths and English would 
enable a smoother transition from the deliverability challenges still being encountered with maths and 
English assessments.  
 

Further to this, AELP recommends including some targeted mandatory on-programme qualifications in 
scope for a further extension to the revision to the gateway sequencing requirements.  Providers tell 
us issues still exist in specific sectors which are hampering the deliverability of some assessments – 
examples include Dental Nursing, Adult Care and Financial Services.  While Covid-19 remains, the IfATE 
should allow greater flexibility in regards the apprenticeship sequencing to allow apprentices to 
temporarily undertake end point assessment ahead of the completion of their mandatory on-
programme qualifications. 
 

Recommendation 5: Allow flexibility to support employed at-risk learners on AEB programmes.  
Unfortunately, we are seeing more issues with displacement or at-risk learners being impacted who 
are undertaking to learn through the Adult Education Budget (AEB).  Whereas with apprenticeships, 
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where there is much more flexibility to allow apprentices to continue through the “alternative English 
apprenticeship” route, adult learners do not have the same flexibility with AEB.  One of the Covid-19 
flexibilities introduced by the ESFA has been the ability to implement a break in learning, but in reality, 
this offers very little real value to the employer, the learner or the training provider. 
 
The nub of this issue is that employed learners at risk of redundancy or working their notice cannot 
continue to study in the workplace and be AEB funded.  So even if their employer is willing and wants 
to support their departing employee to prepare for a new role after redundancy, they cannot be 
funded.  AELP recommends in the current environment that the ESFA should flex their funding rules to 
allow employed learners at risk of redundancy on AEB programmes to be able to continue to study in 
the workplace and continue to be funded for it. 
 

Recommendation 6: Recognising over-delivery of AEB by all providers during the pandemic.  On 
Adult Education Budget (AEB) programmes, the ESFA committed to grant-funded providers in the form 
of paying on profile, regardless of what they delivered and to ensure that they continued to offer a 
service where possible and look to subcontract out to providers with the ability to continue to service 
learner and employer demand with actual provision.  On contract for services AEB, the ESFA allowed 
providers to apply for the provider relief scheme to provide additional income to support the 
continuation of service and protect provider capacity to help the post-pandemic recovery effort.  
 

Whether providers are funded through a grant or a procured contract, there are still providers who 
have provided an exceptional service to learners, employers and wider communities through 
continuing to deliver and provide a service to learners, many of whom are key workers responding to 
the impact of the pandemic.  AELP believes that the ESFA should support where financially possible all 
provider types who over delivered actual provision in FY19-20 and should support over delivery above 
the 103% existing pre-Covid-19 commitment.  
 

Recommendation 7: Ensuring the appropriate recognition from the ESFA of the impact of Covid-19 
and pragmatic accounting for it in providers’ performance.  The decision by the ESFA to recognise the 
impact of Covid-19 on providers and cancel the publication of the Qualification Achievement Reports 
(QAR) for FY19-20 was a move thoroughly supported by AELP.  However, it is important to recognise 
that on longer duration programmes such as on apprenticeships, the impact of the disruption in the 
current period has a longer-term ripple effect and that for some providers who deliver high level or 
longer apprenticeship programmes, this ripple effect will have an impact over the next 3 or even 4 
years, with non-achieving leavers being accounted in the current methodology in the latter of the 
actual end date or the planned end date.  Along with the need to account for this disruption in future 
years, the ESFA also needs to factor this in when reviewing provider performance, having already 
suspended minimum standards in apprenticeships from FY19-20.  The ESFA must also be conscious of 
what data it publishes at a provider level and how it is presented in the public domain as this can 
impact key employer purchasing decisions. 
 

Finally, AELP recognises the key role the ESFA has in ensuring appropriate safeguarding of public funds 
and provider accountability.  Nonetheless we recommend that the ESFA should also review its 
approach to how it measures and approaches provider financial health to be considerate and 
accommodating to the huge impact of Covid-19.  Currently, the financial health assessment uses a 
range of measures including gearing, profitability and solvency.  The large decline in starts, breaks in 
learning and likely increase in learner redundancies have put significant pressure on provider cashflow.  
Likewise, in terms of borrowing many providers have taken out loans, including government-backed 
CBILs, which will have an impact on their financial health assessment.  Assessments on financial health 
need to be both pragmatic and reflective of the current extraordinary situation. 
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