
 

 

 
 
 
 

62,000 apprentices can’t progress because of government 
inaction 
 

Government inaction over the past 5 months has resulted in an unprecedented logjam of 62,000 apprentices unable to 

complete their training and progress in their careers.  Until mid-January and the cancellation of school exams, ministers 

wouldn’t address the fact that Covid lockdowns and tier restrictions were preventing apprentices from taking their maths and 

English functional skills tests needed to successfully complete an apprenticeship programme.   

 

Unlike GCSEs and A levels, these maths and English tests take place all the year round, normally at the apprentice’s workplace 

with an independent invigilator present.  As the Chancellor recently acknowledged, the problem is that many workplaces are 

closed.  In the first lockdown and up until 1 August 2020, the Department for Education and Ofqual allowed teacher assessments 

for functional skills to determine whether an apprentice had passed or failed (no grading is involved).  These assessments took 

place without issue and without pass rates being bumped up.  However in the ensuing tier restrictions and lockdowns, the 

government has refused to reintroduce teacher assessments.   

 

At this time, the awarding organisations are unable to offer mass volume remote testing as an alternative and the digital divide 

challenges apply to apprentices as well.  Under the current Stay Home restrictions, it is unrealistic to expect tens of thousands of 

apprentices who have been unable to take their maths and English tests for months to travel miles to do so at test centres.  

Employers of apprentices, such as the NHS, are equally frustrated.   

 

Representing 800 apprenticeship providers, the Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) considers the recent 

publication of the DfE/Ofqual consultation on awarding qualifications in 2021 as a ray of light at the end of a long dark tunnel for 

the 62,000 apprentices and other vocational learners who have been unable to progress.  Under proposed alternative 

arrangements and the consultation timeline, teacher assessments will be allowed again but not until April at the earliest. 

 

AELP says apprentices should have access to teacher assessments now.  The alternative arrangements proposed in the 

consultation are the right way forward, but we just should not have taken 5 months to arrive at this point – the delay and the 

logjam’s magnitude simply would not have been tolerated for GCSE and A level students.  The Prime Minister’s support and 

the Chancellor’s passion for apprenticeships risk being undermined by the DfE not taking immediate action.  

 

Plan for Jobs incentives for apprenticeships need a boost in the Budget 
The Plan for Jobs incentives for apprenticeships and traineeships were welcome but the continuing pandemic restrictions have 

limited their impact because apprentices and trainees can’t get into work.  AELP also immediately flagged up last July that the 

wage subsidies for the new Kickstart scheme would make the scheme more attractive to employers and young people and our 

concerns seem justified.  The Treasury had originally budgeted for 100,000 new apprenticeship starts up until 31 January 2021 

using the incentives but official data as at 8 January showed that only 18,670 starts were planned.  The incentives have been 

extended to last until the end of March but AELP agrees with the shadow education team that young apprentices and their 

employers should also receive wage subsidies or enhanced incentives to place apprenticeships on a level playing field with 

Kickstart.  

 

Need for long-term commitment to fund smaller employers’ apprenticeships   
The pandemic has undoubtedly eased the demand for funding new apprenticeships from the apprenticeship levy with new 

programme starts less than half their pre-March 2020 levels.  But it should not be forgotten as the NAO and the Public Accounts 

Committee found in 2019 that the levy was heading towards a major overspend before covid, which would have starved smaller 

non-levy paying employers of funding for their apprenticeships.  Ministers have been right to resist calls for the levy to be used 

for other forms of training while demand has dropped because it will pick up again and the overspend issue could well return.  
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The government indicated last year that supporting SMEs with apprenticeships would be a priority and AELP questions whether 

this can be sustained over the long term by levy funds alone.  The 98% of employers who do not pay the apprenticeship levy 

should have access to high quality apprenticeships to help them drive productivity and the recovery and that is why a 

standalone annual apprenticeship budget of at least £1bn is needed for them. 

 

FE white paper: Has the devolution of skills hit the buffers? 
AELP welcomed the employer focused and programme outcome approach of the recent Skills for Jobs white paper, but it would 

appear that the government has gone very lukewarm on the devolving of skills programmes to the mayoral combined 

authorities (MCAs).  The M9 mayors have been seeking control of more funding; yet devolution received little more than a token 

reference in the white paper.  Even before this, we saw that the DfE had been very specific that the new level 3 adult learning 

offer under the Prime Minister’s Lifetime Skills Guarantee, was to be 'administered' by and not devolved to the MCAs.  MCAs are 

complaining that the national list of eligible qualifications under the Guarantee do not necessarily meet their local skills needs 

and their case deserves consideration.  The Guarantee’s first level 3 entitlement will be launched in April but independent 

training providers with procured Adult Education Budget contracts and not in receipt of government grants only have 

committed funding in place until 31 July 2021.  It is wholly unrealistic for providers to deliver a full level 3 qualification in four 

months and this needs to be addressed if ministers want the initiative to be a success. 

 

The white paper has proposed that the chambers of commerce should have a role in determining new Local Skills Improvement 

Plans although it is not clear how that role will be defined and whether it will override the arrangements which are currently in 

place in the MCA areas.  As its member training providers engage with over 350,000 employers, AELP is happy to discuss how 

the proposals might work, but we would be concerned if new mechanisms interfered with a demand-led market for skills as 

expressed by local employers themselves.  The lack of meaningful reference to learning at level 2 and below in the white paper 

is a real disappointment considering the government's focus on levelling up and the wider social mobility agenda.  For example, 

the DfE should have followed the House of Commons Education Committee’s recommendation and removed funding 

restrictions for first full level 2 qualifications, restoring funding for adults over the age of 24 who are already in employment to 

encourage retraining in the face of more jobs uncertainty when the furlough scheme ends. 

 

Implement Education Committee’s call for return of Individual Learning 

Accounts  
AELP believes that now that we have an employer demand-led system for apprenticeships, we should move towards a learner 

led system for adult education funding.  Years of underspends in the £1.5bn Adult Education Budget (AEB) despite sensibly set 

government priorities have shown that the current, mostly grant-allocated, funding system is not working.  As the Education 

Committee recommended in its lifelong learning report before Christmas, individual learning accounts (ILAs) should replace 

grant allocations and procurement rounds for colleges and independent training providers.  Using properly accredited providers 

and for using with government and MCA approved/prioritised qualifications, ILAs are the flexible solution to a 21st century 

learning landscape which covers classroom learning, work based learning, full time, part time, remote (i.e. online) or blended 

learning according an individual’s needs.  Just like employers having choice with apprenticeships, individual learners should be 

able to exercise choice and control over their lifelong learning according to their circumstances.     

 

Extend Covid support to all education providers to support the unemployed 

and other learners 
AELP supports the government’s latest position that we should prioritise education where it is safe to offer provision face-to-

face.  However, training providers report that where educational settings can remain open, the pandemic is still having a 

detrimental impact on attendance in terms of learners already on programme visiting training centres and/or the displacement 

of planned starts during the current lockdown.  This is particularly pertinent on Adult Education Budget provision which is 

delivered in the classroom to unemployed participants who have limited IT skills or a complete lack of access to equipment.  If 

starts dry up and existing learners were not willing to attend, they would need to be put on a break in learning, with the 

provider then having an immediate cashflow challenge.  Depending on how long the current lockdown lasts, the government 

should support independent training providers (ITPs) as well as further education colleges with an equitable approach through 

provider relief for that funding stream.    

 

Contact AELP CEO Jane Hickie: janehickie@aelp.org.uk or Aidan Relf:       07710 305182  
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