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Executive Summary 
 
In March 2019, the Department for Education (DfE) launched a review into post-16 
education and training up to Level 3 and conducted the first stage of the consultation 
process on this subject until June 2019. 
 
When the Government published its official response setting out its findings in October 
2020, it decided to pursue the review into this post-16 education in two different directions 
by launching respectively a second stage consultation on post-16 qualifications at Level 3 
and a call for evidence on post-16 study at Level 2 and below. 
 
The consultation on Level 3 outlines proposals to give learners greater choice and clearer 
pathways for progression into specific occupations or higher levels of further education (FE), 
while the call for evidence seeks views on how qualifications at Level 2 and below fit into 
the FE landscape and explore ways of helping people wishing to progress to Level 3. 
 
Having looked at the proposals outlined in both the consultation and the call for evidence, 
we have decided to produce a single response that outlines our reflections on the 
Government’s proposals concerning Level 3 and, at the same time, provides our views on 
the importance of Level 2 to the overall review on post-16 education and training. 
 
The Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) has raised the following 
views concerning the proposals set out in the second stage consultation on post-16 
qualifications at Level 3 and the call for evidence on post-16 study at Level and below. 
 
AELP thinks that the Government should adopt a more joined-up approach to the review 
of post-16 qualifications, which takes into account all stages of learning up to Level 3. 
 

• The DfE tackles the subject of post-16 education by developing separate plans, 
focusing primarily on shaping the qualifications landscape at Level 3 and looking at 
provision below Level 2 to support its main proposals. 

• The DfE’s plans overlook the importance of Level 2 in the learner’s journey toward 
sustainable employment and further education at higher levels by adopting a siloed 
approach to aspects of the same subject that are deeply interconnected. 

• We think that the Government should adopt a more joined-up approach that gives 
equal consideration to post-16 education at every level of learning. 
 

AELP believes that the Government should aspire to maintain a broad educational offer, 
rather than pursuing plans that would limit learner pathways to a binary choice between 
A-Levels and T-Levels. 
 

• We recognise that 12,000+ qualifications at level 3 are too many and we support the 
need for "some curation" – specifically we support removing duplication and 
reducing some of this complexity and this would certainly help create some clarity 
which is one of the main aims of this review.  However, what is proposed is far too 
binary and is aimed at creating an artificial path for either A-Levels or T-Levels – in 
essence, will significantly end up limiting consumer choice.  
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• The DfE wants T-Levels and A Levels to be the primary classroom-based technical 
and academic routes for young people and adults at Level 3 alongside a range of 
employer-backed technical qualifications. This is even clearly stated in the DfE's 
impact analysis which states that: "the landscape outlined above is expected to have 
a positive impact on the delivery of T-Levels. Low competition on the technical route, 
should help to support the delivery and take-up of T-Levels" 

• This means that a sizeable number of qualifications will no longer be eligible for 
funding, except for a limited number of programmes in areas that are either not 
covered by T-Levels and/or provide additional specialist knowledge. 

• These plans follow a one-size-fits-all mind-set that does not just poorly serve the 
needs of learners but also neglects key aspects that currently underscore the reality 
of skills delivery. 

• We believe that there is room for a range of respected and recognise qualifications 
to coexist alongside T-Levels and A Levels.  

• The DfE estimates that around 60% of ESFA funded qualifications currently available 
at level 3 may not fit into the future landscape for young people, and as such would 
no longer be available through ESFA funding streams. These qualifications represent 
16% of all 16 to 19 enrolments at level 3, and 62% of non-A level enrolment at level 
3. However, the biggest potential losers in Level 3 are adults and SEND learners - 
Nearly one-third of technical qualifications currently available at level 3 (31%) for 
this group “may not fit into the future landscape. For students from SEN background, 
the impact assessment concludes that these students could end up being “more 
strongly negatively impacted by being unable to achieve level 3 in the reformed 
landscape” – this is particularly concerning especially considering the government’s 
commitment to the “levelling-up” agenda. 

 
AELP is committed to ensuring that the technical educations system remains employer-led 
supported by training providers and institutions, with the latter acting as curators of 
employers’ choices. 
 

• The DfE reiterates the commitment to put employers at the heart of technical 
education throughout its reform proposals. 

• However, the Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education (IfATE) would be 
able to remove funding for mandatory qualifications in certain apprenticeships 
against employers’ choice if it judges that they do not meet its criteria for inclusion.  

• We are concerned on the impact on apprenticeships where some of these level 3 
qualifications are currently included as mandatory qualifications if wider pairing back 
of high-value level 3 qualifications end up taking place. These were decisions made 
by employers and endorsed by the IfATE, but the government is overriding them – 
what sort of messaging does that give and undermines aspect of the work-based 
offer. 

• Institutions such as the IfATE have a vital role to play as curators of the process that 
allows employers to lead, but they should be wary of imposing decisions against the 
collective wisdom of employers. 

• We are committed to an employer-led system where, through close collaborative 
partnerships at the local level, providers and regulatory bodies can give both 
learners and employers the assurance that qualifications are high quality. 
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AELP is concerned about that plans to remove funding approval for many technical 
qualifications will negatively affect learners, training providers, employers and the 
economy as a whole. 
 

• The DfE set out the potential repercussions of its proposed reforms in an impact 
assessment study, alongside the main consultation paper. 

• It is unclear how the changes to level 3 qualifications and subsequent defunding of 
qualifications will align with the government’s recent commitment to the new Level 
3 Adult qualification offer through the National Skills Fund. The government needs to 
act with caution when considering the impact on both apprentices and the new adult 
offer which could have wider unintended consequences.  

• The impact assessment states that the implementation of the current proposals 
would reduce the number of currently available qualifications by 60%, excluding 
more learners from taking Level 3 qualifications and reducing employers’ 
productivity. 

• The impact assessment also highlights that many providers could cease operating as 
a result, leading to the creation of regional cold spots in certain geographical areas 
that would leave some learners without a nearby provider. 

• We think that the Government could minimise the potential disruption caused by 
the implementation of these plans by: 

o enabling more people to achieve a Level 2 – which is the first rung on the 
ladder to sustainable employment and further education opportunities; 

o streamlining the educational offer without narrowing it down to an artificially 
binary choice between T-Levels and A-Levels; 

o letting employers make their own decisions on skills, which will allow them to 
train learners to plug skills gaps within their local communities. 

 
Adopting a joined-up approach 
 
In 2019, the DfE launched a review into post-16 education and training intending to simplify 
the educational offer and present clearer pathways into employment for all cohorts of 
learners, while making sure that employers can rely on high-quality qualifications. 
 
The second stage consultation underscores the Government’s ambition to make T-Levels 
the primary classroom-based technical route for learners, especially 16-19, in their journey 
toward skilled employment, given their strong links to employer-led standards. This means 
that technical qualifications in subjects that are already covered by T-Levels will have their 
funding withdrawn, while only a limited number of alternative qualifications will continue to 
receive funding on the condition they can either provide occupational competence in areas 
that are not covered by T-Levels or deliver specialist knowledge and skills. 
 
The DfE has acknowledged that several learners will be unable to begin their professional 
journey at Level 3 and outlined plans to help this specific cohort of individuals achieve this 
objective in a separate call for evidence focusing on post-16 study at Level 2 and below. 
 
The Government’s decision to narrow its focus on post-16 education at Level 3 in the second 
stage consultation is fundamentally flawed because it does not just overlook the importance 
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of Level 2 skills provision in its own right, but it fails to understand how consequential it is to 
the success of Level 3. 
 
Level 2 is a critical stage in the journey towards skilled employment and higher levels of 
education for learners, but it plays a fundamental role in supporting employers – especially 
in small and medium-sized enterprises (SME) – and powering the economy. 
 

• Level 2 is the first life-changing rung on the ladder into sustainable employment for 
many learners. 

• Level 2 qualifications are often taken up by learners from disadvantaged 
backgrounds to improve their future prospects and transition into sustainable 
employment. 

• Level 2 qualifications are a prerequisite to give individual learners the core 
knowledge, behaviour and skills on which Level 3 programmes then build on. 

• Level 2 apprenticeships represent a sizeable return on investment with £27 
generated for every £1 invested. 

• Employers, especially small and medium-sized enterprise (SME), view Level 2 
apprenticeships as critical to boosting productivity in local communities. 

• Key sectors of the economy such as adult social care, hospitality and tourism rely 
heavily on workers qualified at Level 2. 

 
As with level 3, we would agree that the Level 2 landscape does need “some curation” – 
although we are more cautious here that “low demand” might be a result of specialist 
provision and/or linked to SEND so red penning it could have implications on accessibility 
and levelling up. 
 
The DfE has highlighted that worryingly 60% of 16-year-olds who study a classroom-based 

level 2 course do not move on to study at level 3 the following year and subsequently 37% 

of students who leave education with a level 2 qualification find it harder to get a job, 

compared to 14% of students who leave with a level 3 qualification. It is imperative that 

there are "no dead ends" for learners and also raises question marks about the quality of 

IAG these young people are getting and would a work-based route in the form of an 

apprenticeship or Traineeship be better suited than a classroom-based offer. This again 

shows why the Baker Clause needs appropriate regulatory bite and non-compliance should 

be a limiting grade in an inspection by Ofsted. 

We support the DfE proposed early idea is “being more prescriptive about the pathways 
that lead to employment and aligning classroom-based study with employer-led standards” 
that are developed by employers and approved by the IfATE and form the basis of 
apprenticeships and T-Levels. Encouraging continuity and progression would be a benefit, 
but having flexibility is also key and we would be at odds to reinforce this message.  

Ensuring the high take up of Level 2 among the general population is essential to the success 
of the Government’s review of post-16 education and training, especially for its proposals 
around Level 3 qualifications. Unfortunately, the Government has adopted a siloed 
approach to the subject that concentrates almost exclusively on Level 3 and completely 
decouples the relevance of Level 2 in this context. 
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AELP thinks that the Government should adopt a more joined-up approach to the review 
of post-16 qualifications, which takes into account all stages of learning up to Level 3. 
 
Maintaining a broad educational offer 
 
Throughout its review of post-16 education, the Government is pushing for A-Levels and T-
Levels to become the main classroom-based "programmes of choice" at Level 3 for learners 
taking respective academic and technical pathways into an occupation. 
 
The second stage consultation reaffirms this ambition for learners aged 16 to 19 and 
outlines plans to make T-Levels available to adult learners alongside employer-backed 
technical qualifications as part of the Lifetime Skills Guarantee – which will give adults the 
chance to take fully funded Level 3 technical courses from April 2021. The Government 
predicts that T-Levels will cover 24 subjects by 2024. 
 
To this end, the DfE intends to remove funding approval from current technical 
qualifications that cover areas that overlap with T-Levels. Although the Government intends 
to retain some alternative technical programmes, these will be limited to qualifications that 
can either prove occupational competence in areas not covered by T-Levels or deliver 
additional specialist knowledge and skills. 
 
Furthermore, proposals to make T-Levels available to adult learners place particular 
emphasis on the modular delivery of content and recognition of prior learning, given that 
this cohort may find it harder to commit to a programme that is designed to run for two 
years on a full-time basis. 
 
The Government's approach to reforming post-16 qualifications represent a top-down one-
size-fits-all strategy to narrow the educational offer down to an artificially binary choice 
between A-Levels and T-Levels with very limited alternatives. This strategy does not take 
into proper account the needs of learners because it fails to grasp the reality of educational 
attainment within the general population. 
 
Over a third of 16-year-olds leave compulsory education each year without having achieved 
a Level 2 – a key rung in the ladder of opportunity into sustainable employment and an 
essential requirement to progress to Level 3. Whereas just over 30% of 16-year-olds failed 
to achieve a Level 2 in 2015, this number increased to more than 36% in 2018 according to 
statistics from the DfE. Research from the Joseph Roundtree Foundations also indicates 
that, in 2016, there were more than 5 million working-age adults who did not possess the 
basic reading, writing and numeracy skills that would normally be required for occupational 
competence at Level 2. 
 
Setting the starting point for academic and technical routes into employment with T-Levels 
and A Levels would all but kick away the crucial first rung on the ladder of opportunity that 
many people need to climb to even consider taking a Level 3 qualification. Narrowing down 
the educational offer on this scale would drastically reduce social mobility, taking away a 
widely recognised route into employment for people from disadvantage backgrounds, and 
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hurt employers in sectors such as adult social care and hospitality that are heavily reliant on 
skilled workers qualified at Level 2. 
 
With the economy struggling to cope with the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, the imminent 
introduction of new immigration rules in January 2021 is likely to exacerbate existing skills 
shortages in these sectors by removing their ability to rely on the free flow of skilled migrant 
labour from neighbouring countries and placing a renewed importance on training home-
grown talent. 
 
AELP believes that the Government should aspire to maintain a broad educational offer, 
rather than pursuing plans that would limit learner pathways to a binary choice between 
A-Levels and T-Levels. 
 
Letting employers lead 
 
The Government has made putting employers at the centre of technical education a key 
principle behind its plans to review post-16 qualifications by making sure that T-Levels and 
other higher technical programmes are aligned with employer-backed occupational 
standards. 
 
We praise the DfE for making the centrality of employers in the technical education system 
an article of faith. An employer-led technical education system, supported by training 
providers, gives learners clear progression pathways into occupations and businesses the 
assurance of high-quality qualifications. 
 
Nevertheless, the second stage consultation contains proposals that would seemingly limit 
the leading role of employers in the system. One such example concerns the role of the 
IfATE, which would be able to remove funding approval for mandatory qualifications within 
certain apprenticeships if it finds that these programmes do not meet its own criteria for 
inclusion, regardless of whether employers view them as necessary to achieving full 
occupational competence. 
 
This change would not only risk delisting many widely recognised and highly valued 
technical qualifications, but it would most crucially compromise the principle of "employer-
led" that is so crucial to the correct configuration of the technical education system. 
Regulatory or supervisory bodies such as the Institute for Apprenticeships have a vital role 
to play in this landscape as curators, but they need to be careful about imposing decisions 
that are in contrast with the collective wisdom of employers. 
 
AELP is committed to ensuring that the technical educations system remains employer-led 
supported by training providers and institutions, with the latter acting as curators of 
employers’ choices. 
 
Minimising disruption 
 
The Government has produced an impact assessment of the proposals set out in the review 
of post-16 qualifications at Level 3, alongside the main consultation paper, which dwells into 
the potential repercussions of its proposed reforms. 
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The impact assessment explains that the reforms are designed to give young learners 
between the age of 16 and 19 two clear technical and academic routes into sustainable 
employment respectively via T-Levels and A Levels. The landscape for adult learners 
studying at Level 3 will include a broader range of qualification and concentrate providing 
the skills, behaviour and knowledge in line with occupational maps, taking into account prior 
learning and utilising modular delivery to accommodate different time needs. 
 
While we do not object to the need to make the technical education system more easily 
navigable, the implementation of the proposals contained in the second consultation would 
lead to a drastic reduction of technical qualifications. The DfE estimates that 60% of current 
qualifications, accounting for 16% of all 16-19 enrolments and 62% of non-A Level 
enrolments at Level 3, will no longer receive funding from the Educations and Skills Funding 
Agency (ESFA). 
 
Although the DfE believes that 4% of 16-19 learners currently studying Level 3 qualifications 
may be prevented from doing so, there is reason to believe that this number may rise 
substantially, especially if it continues to advocate T-Levels as the preferred option to 
deliver the content of employer-backed occupational standards at Level 3. 
 
Another major issue concerns the impact of these reforms on training centres, particularly 
independent training providers (ITPs). The DfE admits that providers who rely heavily on 
delivering Level 3 will incur significant one-off costs and many of them may have to cease 
operating unless they can take a phased approach to ensure that the additional costs 
incurred as a result of qualifications being defunded are spread out over time. Despite 
downplaying this prospect, the DfE concedes that the closure of many providers will lead to 
"cold spots" in provision, with specific geographical areas that will have very few or no 
providers to deliver qualifications. 
 
AELP is concerned about that plans to remove funding approval for many technical 
qualifications will negatively affect learners, training providers, employers and the 
economy as a whole. 
 
AELP believes that the Government should do more to minimise the disruption by: 
 

• recognising the importance of enabling more people to achieve the Level 1 and 
Level 2 qualifications necessary to embark on Level 3 qualifications such as T-Levels 
or A Levels; 

• streamlining the educational offer at Level 3 without narrowing it down to an 
artificially binary choice between A-Levels and T-Levels; 

• letting employers make their own decisions to train and recruit the learners they 
need to target skills shortages at a local level. 

 
About AELP and Our Members 
 
The Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) is a national membership 
body with over 800 members. The majority of our members are independent private, not-
for-profit and voluntary sector training and employment services organisations with 
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employers, universities, FE colleges, schools and end-point assessment organisations 
comprising the remainder of the membership. 
 
Our members support employers of all sizes across the full range of occupational sectors in 
the successful delivery of high-quality work-based training which equates to 70% of 
apprenticeships delivered in England, and they also deliver other publicly funded skills and 
employment programmes.  
 
The growth in apprenticeships over the last decade has been driven by the adaptability of 
our members to continually respond to and meet the changing needs of employers to 
support their aspirations to improve their productivity and address their skills needs. AELP 
members utilise their outstanding links with employers to deliver the vast majority of 16-24 
traineeship provision in England, a programme with fantastic outcome rates for young 
people. Our members also support adults access their legal educational entitlements, reskill, 
upskill and/or progress into employment through funding provided through the national 
and devolved adult education budget (AEB). Alongside work-based provision, AELP 
members also successfully deliver high-quality classroom-based provision in the guise of 
study programmes, which pave the way for young people to progress into further education 
or into an apprenticeship.   
 
Ofsted's annual breakdown of the quality of provision highlights that independent training 
providers continue to lead the market in the highest average outcomes from inspections 
and the Department for Education's annual employer and learner surveys year-after-year 
provide further evidence of the class-leading service as judged by the end-users and 
beneficiaries of the skills system.  
 
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  
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