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FE Reform White Paper and the Importance of Independent Training Providers in 
Further Education 

 
Executive Summary 
 

With the reform of further education (FE) and the associated white paper, the Government 
has a once-in-a-generation opportunity to galvanise the FE landscape. 
 
AELP strongly encourages the Government to be bold and avoid a narrow focus on just 
addressing the challenges faced with FE colleges. Without a doubt, FE colleges play an 
important role as part of the FE ecosystem, but the Government needs to recognise the 
whole range of providers in the system and play on their individual strengths rather than 
trying to manufacture a system through institutional bias.  
 
The Government should also recognise that parts of the FE system have already been 
through a significant and lengthy period of reform, particularly with apprenticeships through 
the implementation of recommendations from the Richard Review, such as the 
apprenticeship levy and the move towards a full demand-led system. The mood music from 
providers and employers is about the need for fine-tuning here, not further wholesale 
revolutionary change. 
 
In July 2020, Gavin Williamson announced that the Government would publish a white 
paper on FE Reform in the autumn. AELP believes that this represents an opportunity to 
have a frank discussion on important issues and – to that end – has set out five key 
recommendations for the FE Reform White Paper: 
 

1. Putting apprenticeships funding on a long-term sustainable footing (including fair and 
proper funding for standards) – letting levy-payers freely use funding and having a 
standalone budget for SMEs. 

2. Funding Level 2 provision more appropriately and encouraging young people to 
embark on life-changing vocational education pathways. 

3. Greater investment in the adult education budget (AEB). 
4. Moving toward a more responsive provider market, which is effective in supporting 

employer need. 
5. Continuing to move the FE system to be demand-led, with funding following the 

learner. 
 

However, as AELP Managing Director, Jane Hickie, pointed out when speaking about the 
issue of FE reform, we can only succeed in addressing FE’s long-term systemic issues if 
the white paper looks beyond the role and financial sustainability of colleges. We need a 
vision for work-based learning and technical education that creates a ladder of opportunity 
for aspiring apprentices and other learners by appropriately utilising the most effective tools 
in our arsenal. 
 
Independent training providers (ITPs) are incredibly responsive to the needs of employers 
within local communities and deliver excellent quality provision with high learner and 
employer satisfaction as a succession of surveys has clearly shown over the last decade, 
for example, the Government's own FE Choices surveys and the CBI/Pearson annual 
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employer surveys. AELP has tirelessly and unapologetically sought to amplify the value of 
ITPs in the FE system. 
 
This briefing paper sets out AELP’s recommendations for the FE Reform White Paper and 
highlights how the success of this undertaking is hugely dependent on making ITPs an 
integral part to the delivery of any of the eventual policy proposals, so that they may be in 
the best possible position to collaborate with colleges and other providers to deliver on 
future objectives. 
 
Recommendation (1): Putting the apprenticeships funding on a long-term sustainable 
footing (including fair and proper funding for standards) – letting levy-payers freely use 
funding and having a standalone budget for SMEs. 
 
AELP has welcomed how the introduction of the apprenticeship levy and the apprenticeship 
service saw a significant move towards an employer-led market. Before the outbreak of 
Covid-19, the potential overspend in the levy showed us that employers have embraced 
apprenticeships with open arms, something that should be celebrated and supported rather 
than stymied. It is equally true that these reforms have caused a shift away from Level 2 
and 3 provision with a focus on SMEs towards higher-level provision with greater emphasis 
on bigger employers. We need to strike a delicate balance in the middle, with something 
that rewards every one from large to small employers and from new to existing staff.  
 
FE has frequently been neglected when it comes to government subsidy in favour of both 
schools and higher education (HE) when work-based programmes actually play a critical 
role in correcting the deficiencies created by the current schooling system and offer a real 
alternative to classroom-based education in HE. In 2019, the Permanent Secretary to the 
Department for Education (DfE) warned the Public Accounts Committee that the 
apprenticeships programme faces a future cliff edge in terms of overspend and “hard 
choices will need to be made” unless more funding is provided. 
 
The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the significant reduction in new starts and the 
redundancies of existing apprentices will have the unplanned consequence of actually 
relieving the shorter term pressure on the apprenticeships budget but, as employers 
recover from the pandemic, the risk of an overspend does not go away and is merely 
postponed. 
 
AELP believes that this challenge can only be addressed by allowing levy-paying 
employers full unabridged access to the apprenticeship levy and having a separate funding 
mechanism for non-levy-paying employers through a separate government-funded budget 
paid for by general taxation. This non-levy budget would represent a similar level of 
financial investment that the government was making the apprenticeship programme before 
the introduction of the apprenticeship levy in 2017.  
 
The Government also needs to support non-levy paying employers through a separate 
guaranteed minimum budget for non-levy employers of at least £1.5bn per annum funded 
through general taxation. The apprenticeship levy system was built on the government's 
original assumption that circa 50% of the apprenticeship levy would go unspent each year, 
thereby offsetting its need to directly fund the non-levy paying marketplace. As demand 
from levy-paying employers grows, this continues to constrict the funding available to the 
98% of employers that do not pay the levy. 
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Recommendation (2): Funding Level 2 provision more appropriately and encouraging 
young people to embark on life-changing vocational education pathways. 
 
Level 2 provision remains a cornerstone in the FE system because it provides the only 
ladder of opportunity for young people and adults to better their life prospects, as well as 
representing the most direct way of addressing crippling skills shortages in key industries 
such as health and social care. 
 
AELP has criticised the Government for failing to support industry efforts to introduce 
apprenticeship standards to replace outgoing frameworks in areas, such as business 
administration before the latter were permanently phased out. The Government has also 
failed to tackle the issue of inadequate funding for apprenticeship standards such as Level 
2 adult care. Considering the vital role of business administration and adult care work to 
coping with the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, the failure of the Government to properly 
address this issue could cost the country dearly.  
 
As it stands, the apprenticeships programme is the only FE programme where the cost of 
training for 16-19-year-old apprentices is not fully funded by the public purse, with 
employers required to either fully fund or pay a cash co-investment for their training. Non-
levy paying employers particularly deserve better support when it comes to apprenticeship 
provision, considering that they have traditionally proved to be a key entry point for young 
apprentices entering the labour market for the first time at Level 2 and are crucial to filling 
vital skills gaps. 
 
To provide better support for Level 2 provision and help young people climb the ladder of 
opportunity, AELP believes that: 
 

• More targeted incentivisation to drive employer behaviour - the DfE should increase 
the core incentive payments from £1,000 to £4,000 for employers taking on 16-18 
apprentices, as well as introducing a £2,000 incentive for taking on 19-24 
apprentices. 

• Remove the burden of employers having to fund 16-19 apprenticeships - the DfE 
should fund all the apprenticeship training for 16-19 apprentices out of its 16-19 
budget. 

 
Recommendation (3): Greater investment in the adult education budget (AEB). 
 

The annual contribution to adult education has seen a massive decrease over the last 
decade, going from £3.63bn of the Adult Skills Budget (ASB) in 2010/11 to just £1.5bn of 
the Adult Education Budget (AEB). Some may argue that the reduction in the AEB was 
used to support adult apprenticeship and advanced learner loans, but it must be noted that 
there is now no direct government contribution to adult apprenticeships because all 
provision is funded through the apprenticeship levy and adult learning loans are repayable 
loans, rather than grants. While the Government has made a welcome £3bn commitment to 
the National Skills Fund (NSF) over the lifetime of this Parliament, the pandemic’s impact 
makes a reversal of the AEB cuts vital. 
 
Besides playing an important role in supporting the 9 million adults without adequate 
numeracy and literacy skills, as well as the 6 million adults without a Level 2 qualification, 
the AEB should be supporting adults who have been made redundant because of Covid-19 
and help employers bounce back with the retraining of existing workers. Specifically, AELP 
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thinks that the Government should triple the current AEB from £1.5bn to £4.5bn per annum 
– an additional investment of £3bn. 
 
Recommendation (4): Ensuring the presence of a responsive provider market, which is 
effective in supporting employer need. Moving toward a more responsive provider market, 
which is effective in supporting employer need. 
 
A responsive FE provider market is characterised by the presence of a level playing field, 
the avoidance of institutional bias, and by playing to the specific strengths of different types 
of providers such as work-based learning for ITPs and classroom-based provision for FE 
colleges. 
 
The key to a successful FE system lies in allowing levy-paying employers to have full 
unabridged access to the apprenticeship levy. Levy-paying employers have told us that 
what they most value is having unrestrictive choice and being able to access an all-age, all-
level apprenticeship programme with no artificial restrictions such as previously mooted 
mechanisms like limiting participation and funding based on an employee’s prior attainment, 
age or the level of the approved apprenticeship programme the employer wants to access. 
 
In the current economic uncertainty, this is not the time for the government to be adding to 
the financial burden on employers. Fair funding for apprenticeship standards is key to 
enabling providers and employers to deliver high-quality provision because, in the end, 
reduced funding rates only lead to reduced quality as the Commons Education Committee 
observed. Ensuring appropriate funding for standards is instrumental in delivering certainty 
which will, in turn, allow investment over the long term, rather than encouraging quick wins. 
However, as the country comes through the Covid-19 pandemic and the transition away 
from the EU, if the demand for levy-paying employers continues to build over time to the 
point that levy-paying employers consume the current apprenticeship levy, then the 
Government has a sound business case to look to increase the tax paid by those levy-
paying employers to enable them to meet their demand and continue to allow for that 
unrestricted choice that employers demand. 
 
Recommendation (5): Continuing to move the FE system to be demand-led, with funding 
following the learner. 
 
Less than a year ago, the three main political parties presented policy proposals in their 
respective general election manifestos that considered the introduction of some form of 
individual skills accounts. This concept was not dissimilar to individual learning accounts 
(ILAs), launched by the Blair government in September 2000, that enabled individuals 
across England and other devolved nations to access training. Despite benefiting 
thousands of adults across the UK, the design and implementation weaknesses led to its 
decommissioning little more than a year later. The scheme was unfortunately too easy to 
defraud and, to this day, it is unclear how many of the 2.6 million ILAs were genuine. 
 
We should not be scared off by previous failings but acknowledge that the concept was 
essentially good albeit poorly implemented. AELP believes that the time is ripe to revisit this 
concept and empower individuals to make choices on adult education and lifelong learning, 
shifting away from a provider-led approach toward giving individuals greater purchasing 
power. In other words, individual skills account would represent a further step towards 
making FE a demand-led system, where funding follows the needs of the learner. 
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In January 2020, AELP published a submission setting out key principles to ensure the 
success of individual skills accounts: 
 

• Moving toward a more responsive provider market, which is effective in supporting 
employer need. 

• Control the breadth of qualifications and programmes available for individuals to buy 
with funding ring-fenced in their skills account with a catalogue of approved 
programmes. 

• Actively embracing the latest technological advancements to enhance, control and 
protect the integrity of the skills account system. 

 
Link to AELP Submission 77 on Key Principles to ensure the success of future skills 
accounts. 
 
As a blueprint, the government needs to look no further that the apprenticeship market for 
the benefits of moving away from clunky procurement outcomes, the trickiness of managing 
provider allocations fairly and effectively, and the artificial need for subcontracting. As a 
result, it has transitioned to a fully employer-led market for levy-paying employers and the 
same will apply to non-levy paying employers come April 2021 when all employers will use 
the online Apprenticeship Service, selecting any provider they would like from the 
Government's approved Register of Apprenticeship Training Providers (RoATP).  
 
The Value of Independent Training Providers (ITPs) 
 

There is demonstrable evidence proving that ITPs lead the market in providing innovative 
solutions, meeting the demand of employer needs, offering excellent quality of training with 
high levels of end-user satisfaction from other learners and businesses. 
 
FE is often treated differently from more traditional and classroom-based education 
programmes from a social standpoint, rather than just a financial one. Until recently, the 
drive to encourage most pupils to go to university has led to a conception of vocational and 
technical education as a lesser choice for a person’s future career development. 
 
Within the FE sector, too much focus has often been placed on colleges as the main 
vehicles to train learners for apprenticeships and other work-based programmes. While 
colleges play an important role, this briefing paper seeks to emphasise the equally critical 
role played by ITPs in the overall skills delivery system for learners, employers and the 
wider economy. 
 
AELP believes that the Government’s success in reforming FE is intrinsically connected to 
the role that ITPs are allowed to play in any reform plans. In our view, the greater the role, 
the greater the chances of success, but the overriding principle should be that the size of 
that role is determined by the choices made by employers and individual learners and not 
by policymakers.   
 
The pandemic lockdown has starkly illustrated that learning can be delivered well in a 
classroom, a workplace, online, blended, full-time or part-time according to the needs and 
circumstances of the individual. No one can claim that a particular way is the best way 
anymore.  Running away from the principle of the individual exercising choice over their 
preferred mode of learning is an outdated option; it can lead to programme budget 
underspends and it can present the Government with policy tensions such as encouraging 

https://www.aelp.org.uk/media/3477/77-key-principles-to-ensure-the-success-of-future-skills-accounts.pdf
https://www.aelp.org.uk/media/3477/77-key-principles-to-ensure-the-success-of-future-skills-accounts.pdf
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subcontracting when ministers have spent the last five years trying to reduce the sector’s 
dependence on the practice.  
 
Responsiveness to Meet Employer Need 
 
ITPs represent a sizeable majority of FE provision and are the most numerous type of FE 
providers delivering vocational education and training to young people and adults in and out 
of employment. 
 
The responsiveness of ITPs to the needs of local employers is the reason why they train 7 
out of 10 apprentices in England and this market share has been cemented by the 
implementation of levy reforms in 2017, which brought about a move towards a demand-led 
system for apprenticeships. ITPs can operate independently and forge strong collaborative 
partnerships with employers, colleges and local authorities for the benefit of learners. These 
relationships have enabled them to support skills demand and address national skills 
shortages within their local communities.  
 
Bearing in mind that new entrants to the apprenticeship market have to pass a quality 
assurance test to be accepted on the Government’s Register of Apprenticeship Training 
Providers, DfE statistics show that the number of ITPs increased by almost 250%. We 
contend that this is not simply a reflection of ITPs' ability to act as the Government's 
salesforce for skills training but a testimony to their responsiveness to the needs of 
employers and learners (see evidence below).  ITPs do not receive grants from the 
Government; they only get paid for what they deliver and therefore their presence in the 
market rests entirely on them providing a high-quality service for their clients, employers 
and learners.  
 
High Quality as confirmed by the Regulator of Quality, Ofsted 
 
ITPs have consistently delivered high-quality FE and skills provision over the years across 
a wide range of programmes (e.g. apprenticeships, traineeships, study programmes) and 
learner cohorts (16-24-year-olds and over 25s) including LLDD. 
 
Annual reports on inspections published by Ofsted over the past five years show that it is a 
complete fallacy to claim that ITPs deliver poorer quality than colleges as the following chart 
from the last Chief Inspector’s annual report illustrates (N.B. there were 13 point differences 
between the two in 2016 and 2017): 
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The main reason for the ITP slippage in the last two years was that after the apprenticeship 
levy’s introduction, Ofsted chose to include the variable results of employer provider 
inspections with ITP outcomes – something which we have asked Ofsted to change for 
reports in future years.   
 
Even for classroom provision, Ofsted’s Annual Report for 2018/19 found that 86% of ITPs 
delivering 16-19 study programmes were judged as good or outstanding compared to 81% 
of FE colleges. 
 
Employer and Learner Satisfaction with ITPs 
 

a) Learners 
The reputation of ITPs for delivering high-quality FE provision can also be evidenced by 
high satisfaction rates from end-users, i.e. learners and employers. 
 
The DfE’s own FE Choices Learner Satisfaction Survey 2018/19 corroborates this assertion 
by showing that 89% of learners were highly satisfied with their ITP and 84% were likely or 
extremely likely to recommend their providers to friends or family, compared to 78% of 
learners who would recommend their FE college.  The DfE Survey includes the following 
chart: 
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Due to the pandemic, the DfE announced on 26 March 2020 that it would not be publishing 
FE Choices survey results for 2019/20 for learners and employers.  
 
b) Employers 
According to the CBI’s annual Education and Skills Survey, developed in collaboration with 
Pearson, the most commonly used external training partners by employers are private 
providers such as ITPs.  For the first time in years, the 2019 Survey did not include 
comparisons between universities, FE colleges and ITPs but the 2018 edition carried the 
following findings: 
 

“The relevance of course content to the client organisation’s skill and training needs 
is of central importance – and it is an area in which private providers are rated well 
ahead of FE colleges and universities. In all, a balance of more than +85% of those 
businesses using private providers view the relevance of the programme content as 
satisfactory. Responsiveness is another area in which private training providers 
stand out. On the measure of overall responsiveness to the organisation’s training 
requirements, private providers are rated as satisfactory or better by a balance of 
+81%” [our italics].   

 
These findings have been very similar in all the CBI/Pearson surveys since the early years 
of the Coalition Government. 
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The difference in satisfaction is less marked in the FE Choices Employer Satisfaction 
Survey but nonetheless, the DfE’s 2019 Survey found that “employers who used private 
training providers were slightly more positive than those who had used other providers, and 
this was evident across all aspects of training”.  
 
These statistics matter because learners and employers are both end-users of ITPs and 
they refute any claim that the client is receiving poor quality learning. Looking at the data, 
both learners and employers recorded a high satisfaction rate with ITPs and are more likely 
to recommend them than other types of FE providers. 
 
ITPs Supporting Government Skills Initiatives 
 

ITPs provide a wide range of programmes in the FE system such as traineeships and study 
programmes, which go beyond apprenticeships and focus primarily on young people 
between the age 16 and 18 who may struggle to obtain access to the labour market. 
 
Study programmes are initiatives that are designed to give young learners the knowledge, 
skills and experience to progress onto further learning or employment. The key element of 
this form of provision is the individualisation of the learning experience, which focuses on 
developing a bespoke path for learners to meet their specific learning needs, as well as the 
demands of working life. 
 
Traineeships are six-month programmes designed to enable unemployed young people 
between 16 and 24 years old progress rapidly into employment, an apprenticeship or 
further education and training. These programmes are made up of three key components: a 
work placement, English and Maths, and work preparations training.  In September 2020, 
FE Week reported that “the vast majority of traineeships are delivered by around 150 
private training providers”.  These providers have delivered a 79% success rate for the 
programme.    
 
In May 2020, AELP wrote a policy paper on traineeships setting out the barriers inhibiting 
participation and success among training providers and calling for: 
 

• Flexibility around the funding system on which traineeships are based. 
• Address measures that penalise providers when trainees leave the programme to 

progress into employment, apprenticeship or further education. 
• Dwindling publicity for the traineeship programme, due to increasing focus on T 

Levels and apprenticeship. 
 
In July 2020, the Government announced plans to triple the traineeship budget to an initial 
£111m for the first year and to roll out £1,000 employer incentive payments, following 
recommendations put forward by AELP.  The announcement received a very positive 
response from ITPs. 
 
Link to AELP Submission 88. 
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