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About AoC: 

The Association of Colleges (AoC) is a not-for-profit membership organisation set 

up in 1996 by colleges to act as their collective voice. We exist to represent and 

promote the interests of colleges and provide our members with professional 

support services. Our membership is made up of over 317 further education (FE), 

sixth form, tertiary and specialist colleges across the UK – over 95% of the sector. 

 

 

Introduction to the Consultation 

The Government has set out a programme of reform to raise the quality and 

quantity of apprenticeships. To underpin these reforms, the Institute for 

Apprenticeships will be established as an independent body to act as the 

guarantor of the integrity of the apprenticeships system, with a mandate to assure 

quality and provide objective advice on future funding for apprenticeship training.  

The Secretary of State can issue advice and guidance to the Institute. We propose 

to publish an annual ‘strategic guidance’ document which will outline the policy 

parameters within which the Institute should operate and exercise its functions. 

This document is a draft of the first guidance for 2017/18, and we would welcome 

feedback before it is finalised for the launch of the Institute in April 2017. 

 

Government’s Draft Strategic Guidance to the Institute for Apprenticeships  

1. The Government has set out a long-term programme of reform to raise the 

quality and quantity of apprenticeships, giving employers more control over their 

content and assessment. To underpin these reforms, the Enterprise Act 2016 

establishes the Institute as an independent body to support the integrity of the 

apprenticeships system, with a mandate to assure quality and to provide 

objective, independent advice to Government on future funding provision for 

apprenticeship training. We recognise that transitioning functions from the 

existing system to the Institute will be challenging but are clear that an 

independent organisation led by employers will deliver the best results. 

 

AoC Commentary:  We support the idea of the Institute for Apprenticeships (IfA) 

being independent, but we would expect there to be a clear indication of the level 

of that independence, alongside a strong commitment to transparency in 

influences, relationships and operation. 

Introduction 

2. Under the legislation which establishes the Institute, the Secretary of State is 

able to issue advice and guidance to it once a year. We propose to publish an 

annual ‘strategic guidance’ document which will outline the policy parameters 

within which the Institute should operate and exercise its functions. It is a 

‘statutory notice’ which the Institute must have regard to and is given to the 

Institute for Apprenticeships by the Secretary of State under section ZA2(2) of the 

Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning Act 2009, as amended by Schedule 
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4 of the Enterprise Act 2016. As per section ZA2(9) of the 2009 Act, a copy of this 

notice was laid before Parliament on [date]. It has been published on [e.g. 

Gov.uk].  

 

AoC Commentary: Such guidance will be helpful in communicating the purpose 

and priorities of the IfA. It would be useful if the publishing of this guidance was 

preceded by an opportunity for stakeholders to have input to its content. 

 

3. The Institute is legally obliged to report on its activities once a year through its 

Annual Report, which must include a description of what it has done that year and 

how it has responded to the Strategic Guidance.  

 

AoC Commentary: We would expect such feedback to not only be restricted to 

activity related to the strategic guidance. We would expect to see quantitative and 

qualitative data included in such a report covering all aspects of the IfAs’ work. 

 

Putting Employers at the Centre of Apprenticeship Quality  

4. The Richard Review into apprenticeships and the subsequent reform 

programme has emphasised the importance of employers playing a major role in 

improving the quality of apprenticeships. The Secretary of State believes this 

remains essential to the success of the programme – ensuring that employers are 

able to shape the apprenticeships that their employees will undertake, which for 

many will be funded by the levy, to make sure that they are fully competent to do 

the job. She has ensured that the majority of the Institute’s Board are employers, 

or representatives of employers, to help support this aim by bringing the right 

expertise to lead the organisation. She also expects the Institute to consult 

employers as it continues to develop its functions, and ensure that it is accessible.  

 

AoC Commentary: AoC strongly supports the key role that employers have been 

given by Government. Alongside this, we would also like to see effective 

recognition of the other stakeholders that are critical to the success of 

apprenticeships in terms of volume and quality. We are particularly keen to 

ensure that providers have a recognised role that utilises the incredible depth of 

knowledge and expertise that resides in the FE sector. A successful high quality, 

high volume apprenticeship programme will need clear recognition and 

involvement of all the organisations that will contribute to activity and allow for 

each organisation to play to its strengths. Providers should not lead (not even 

employer-providers), but they should be involved in all aspects of IfA activity from 

strategic to operational. 

 

Role of the Institute for Apprenticeships  

5. The benefits of apprenticeships are well understood, but we will only realise 

these benefits if we can ensure high quality apprenticeships that work for 

employers and apprentices. The Institute for Apprenticeships has been 

established to help ensure the quality of reformed apprenticeships, alongside a 
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number of organisations (for example, Ofqual and Ofsted). It will need to build 

strong working relationships with these key partners to ensure that their aims and 

approaches complement each other.  

 

AoC Commentary: The benefits of apprenticeships are undergoing some shift in 

the current reforms. They are no longer just about providing an enduring platform 

in to work for the inexperienced and career changers, but now are also about 

plugging skills gaps and progressing in work. These benefits still need further 

promotion and communication with some employers. Maintaining and improving 

the quality of the apprenticeship offer in all it guises and at all levels must remain 

at the centre of the IfAs’ mission. Strong partnerships and agreements with other 

quality agencies will be critical in achieving success. A key risk here will be creating 

a ‘tiered’ system of quality in apprenticeship delivery. Whilst aims and approaches 

may well be complimentary, the outcome of such partnerships must be a 

standard, clear and robust approach to quality in apprenticeships. 

 

6. The Institute has a number of core functions set through legislation:  

a. setting quality criteria for the development of apprenticeship standards and 

assessment plans  

b. reviewing, approving or rejecting these  

c. ensuring all end-point assessments are quality assured, including quality 

assuring some itself. 

 

AoC Commentary: There is little to argue with in these core functions. The quality 

assurance arrangements for end-point assessment (EPA) is perhaps the most 

pressing as without share belief in the EPA quality assurance, it will be impossible 

to have faith in the quality of the decisions being made as a part of an EPA.  

 

7. In addition, the Institute will advise on the maximum level of Government 

funding available for standards.  

 

AoC Commentary: In the interest of transparency, it would be useful for the way in 

which standards will be allocated funding to be in the public domain. 

The Strategic Guidance  

Operating within a broader context 

8. The Institute will need to operate within a wider Apprenticeship and 

Government context. It will need to make sure that in doing its activities to deliver 

high quality apprenticeships also support achievement of the Government’s aim 

to deliver three million apprenticeship starts by 2020.  

 

9. Government has accepted all the recommendations made to it by the 

Independent Panel on Technical Education, and has set out how they will be 

achieved in the Post-16 Skills Plan. The recommendations include expanding the 

remit of the Institute beyond apprenticeships to include all ‘technical’ education 



 

 4 

too. Government has agreed that this change should be introduced from April 

2018 as it offers a real opportunity to ensure technical education works for 

employers. The Institute should ensure that it is making preparations during 

2017/18 to assume this additional role and transition to the framework of 15 

technical education routes to skilled employment. We expect it to work with 

Government as it does this to ensure that its plans remain aligned with the work 

that Government is doing to ensure a smooth transition, and to ensure that 

collectively we build a single, fully integrated system of technical education. The 

Institute will also learn from its first years’ experience.  

 

10. Government has emphasised the importance of a new industrial strategy to 

support and promote UK productivity. Ensuring the workforce and skills are in 

place to deliver against the strategy will be essential to its success. 

Apprenticeships will be an important part of this and we would expect the 

Institute to support employers to develop ambitious plans for good quality 

standards, not least in sectors where we have evidence of skills gaps and that are 

priorities for the industrial strategy. Supporting greater social mobility is also a 

clear Government priority. Apprenticeships can play a key role in helping to 

deliver this, through ensuring that people from all backgrounds are able to 

progress.  

 

AoC Commentary: We are very pleased to see the intended join up between 

technical education and training, with presumably the same 15 employment 

panels supporting the development of activity within the technical education skills 

routes and within apprenticeships. The difficulty of this work should not be 

underestimated and must clearly recognise and include input from educational 

specialists. Whilst employers are well placed to comment of what skills, knowledge 

and behaviours they are seeking, others are better placed to identify how these 

are best delivered. We would hope to see a more significant commitment to social 

mobility and to see this reflected across all 15 sector panels. 

Wider Institute Role  

11. The Institute has certain core functions in law, as set out above, which position 

it as the lead organisation in ensuring apprenticeship quality. The Secretary of 

State therefore wishes it to play a broad role, promoting the core principles set 

out below and acting as a convenor of other organisations involved. 

 

Core Principles  

12. There are a number of core principles that have driven the apprenticeship 

reforms which we would expect the Institute to continue to operate within. An 

apprenticeship:  

 Is a job in a skilled occupation  

 Is a recognised ‘accreditation’  
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 Requires substantial and sustained training, lasting a minimum of 12 

months and involving at least 20% off the job training (training which is 

outside of the normal day-to-day working environment)  

 Develops transferable skills, and maths and English, to progress careers  

 Leads to full competency and capability in an occupation, demonstrated by 

the achievement of an apprenticeship standard  

 Trains the apprentice to the level required to apply for professional 

recognition where it exists.  

 Is designed by employers to meet their needs and the needs of their 

businesses  

 Is assessed through a single end point assessment  

13. Specific principles for end point assessment have been developed, which we 

would also expect the institute to reflect:  

 The assessment should give assurance that the apprentice possesses the 

knowledge, skills and behaviours to be fully competent in the occupation  

 The assessment should include a minimum of two different assessment 

methods  

 Assessment should be undertaken by an independent third party who has 

had not been involved in the training or line management of the 

apprentice, and who is on the register of Apprenticeship Assessment 

Organisations.  

AoC Commentary: Whilst these are the core requirements of a high quality 

apprenticeship delivery and assessment model, we would like to see the IfA have 

some key over-arching principles such as openness, wide partnership, 

consultative, committed to social mobility, seeking to engender parity of esteem 

with academic routes, etc. It will of course also need to develop trust and 

credibility amongst all stakeholders including employers who are not directly 

engaged. We would also expect the IfA to be tasked with ensuring transparency, 

clarity and simplicity within the apprenticeship system. 

Carrying out its core functions  

14. In some areas the legislation does not include specifics about how functions 

should be executed. This was intentional to give the Institute flexibility to decide 

itself how best to carry them out. However, there are some steers that the 

Secretary of State would like the Institute to have regard to, based on the core 

principles above and the importance of real employers maintaining a leading role. 

There is also an expectation that the Institute makes good use of evidence when 

carry out its functions.  
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Standards development and approval  

 

Preparation of apprenticeship standards and assessment plans  

15. The legislation states that the preparation of standards and plans should be 

carried out by a ‘group of persons’ but does not define this. Under the ‘trailblazer’ 

model, the ‘group of persons’ has been led primarily by employers, with input 

from others with relevant knowledge and experience, for example professional 

bodies, other sector experts, providers and assessment organisations. This model 

has proved hugely successful, with more than 140 new apprenticeship standards 

approved for delivery.  

We would expect to see this approach, including the principle of employers 

playing a leading role in standards development, continue. We ask the Institute to 

ensure as swift a process for approving standards as possible. As per the 

legislation, the Institute will then need to take on Government’s current role of 

quality assurance of standards.  

 

Examination by independent third parties  

16. The legislation requires the Institute to ensure that standards and assessment 

plans have been examined by ‘an independent third party’ before they can be 

approved, but does not define this. In deciding how to carry out this function, the 

Institute will need to ensure public confidence in the standards and plans it 

approves and wide credibility in the system as a whole. To do this, we would 

expect it to ensure the involvement of relevant employers.  

 

Providing support for the development of standards  

17. Government has provided support to employers who are developing 

standards and assessment plans through a number of relationship managers, as 

well as workshops, written guidance and templates. To ensure that employers 

continue to get the advice and guidance they need to be able to develop 

standards and plans quickly we would expect the provision of similar, proactive 

support to be a priority for the Institute.  

 

Planning for Technical Education  

18. We expect the institute to take into account the Department for Education’s 

development of technical education routes to smooth the transition in April 2018 

when the functions formally transfer to the Institute. This should include taking 

consideration of the occupational maps developed by DfE when approving new 

employer groups and the set-up of employer panels, ensuring there is no 

duplication.   

 

AoC Commentary:  We would expect the IfA to produce clear documents in a 

timely manner, explaining the processes that it will use to fulfil each of its roles. 

These documents should be publically available and possibly put out for 
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consultation and regularly reviewed. 

 

Assessment  

 

External quality assurance (EQA)  

19. Four options for external quality assurance (EQA) (a process to check quality 

and consistency of assessments offered by different assessment organisations 

against the same standard) have been available to employer groups developing 

assessment plans. These are: 1) processes developed by employer groups, 2) a 

Professional Body, 3) Ofqual, 4) the Institute (if standards and plans will not need 

to be quality assured until after April 2017).  

 

20. A method of EQA must be included in each assessment plan before it can be 

approved. Previously many employer groups have found it difficult to use one of 

the other three options so the Institute was added as an option which should be 

applicable to all to avoid assessment plans, and therefore starts, being held up. 

The Enterprise Act (2016) formally sets out powers for the Institute to undertake 

EQA of end-point assessment.  

 

21. EQA is a direct lever that the Institute can use to exercise its primary function 

to help ensure the quality of the reformed apprenticeship system. It is up to the 

Institute to decide what form its EQA takes, but it is important that it offers an 

approach which is distinctive from the others available and therefore provides a 

viable option for employer groups whose needs have not been met by the existing 

options. We would expect the Institute to be named as the EQA organisation only 

in instances where alternatives are not viable.  

 

22. The Institute should consider how best to ensure that effective and high-

quality EQA processes are available and are applied to all end-point assessments. 

It will need to satisfy itself that all options will ensure consistent assessment and 

require a high standard from all apprentices. The Institute may wish to consider 

whether all of the currently available EQA options should continue; any changes it 

proposes should be accompanied by a clear explanation of the need for change.  

 

AoC Commentary: All stakeholders and users of apprenticeships need to have 

faith that all apprentices are assessed in a standardised way and that decisions 

about competence are uniform. We would be concerned to see wide variations in 

approach to the EQA of end-point assessment, as variation limits effective 

comparability. We all need to be confident that whoever is undertaking EQA at 

whatever stage in assessment – from development through to verification of final 

grading – is applying the same level of rigour and is coming to the same 

judgements. This is currently challenging with one EQA process that covers a 

single assessment delivered across a large number of employers, varied 

apprentices and with different training providers and assessment organisations. 
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To have four different ways of delivering EQA will make this process even more 

challenging, and we would hope to see the options reduce. 

Certification  

23. From January 2017 the SFA will be appointed by the Secretary of State to 

manage the operational delivery of certificates for standards, working with 

employers and assessment organisations. Until April 2017, Government has 

overall responsibility for certification and for ensuring the process is of good 

quality. After this point we expect the Institute to assist in this oversight role, 

setting the parameters for the SFA to operate within, designing the certificate and 

ensuring the overall integrity and quality of the system. We will write to the 

Institute separately on the specific tasks we would like it to carry out in relation to 

certification.  

 

AoC Commentary: We would be interested in the rationale behind moving this 

function from the Federation for Industry Sector Skills & Standards (FISSS) to the 

SFA and the potential impact on cost to providers? 

 

Funding  

 

24. The Secretary of State intends to request advice and assistance from the 

Institute on apprenticeship funding. From April 2017 this will include advice on:  

 ensuring that apprenticeships meet the skills needs of employers;  

 allocating individual apprenticeship standards to funding bands, both for 

new standards and in the context of Technical Education route reviews;  

 the current allocation of existing frameworks to funding bands and the 

effectiveness of additional support payments, such as those for younger 

apprentices; and  

 how the allocation of apprenticeship standards to funding bands might be 

undertaken in the future.  

25. In giving this advice we will ask the Institute to have regard to:  

 affordability within the context of the overall budget for the apprenticeship 

programme in England;  

 securing growth in apprenticeships towards the overall commitment to 3 

million apprenticeship starts;  

 improving the quality of apprenticeships and encouraging progression;  

 improving the take up among disadvantaged groups and widening 

participation more generally; and  

 Government’s desire to encourage the transition from the use of 

frameworks to standards  
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AoC Commentary: This would seem a sensible approach which reinforces the 

policy intent. Again, we would point to the need to also consult with providers 

when considering the cost of provision of the 20% off the job delivery. 

Other functions  

 

Annual reporting and success criteria  

26. Each year the Institute will need to report to the Secretary of State on how it 

has carried out its core functions, and how it has had regard to the contents of the 

relevant strategic guidance. The Institute may find it helpful to set out a number of 

success criteria to help them measure their progress, and the progress of the 

system overall, which can be supported by data and evidence. As part of this 

reporting, we would welcome the Institute’s judgment on the operation of the 

quality system and any recommendations for how it could function more 

effectively. The report should also explain how the Institute has ensured value for 

money with its spending.  

 

AoC Commentary: We would also hope to see the IfA critically evaluating all their 

approaches to its remits as well as producing evidence and data. 

Review of Apprenticeship standards  

27. All standards include a timeframe in which they must be reviewed to ensure 

they remain relevant and up to date. As part of the annual report the Institute will 

need to include details of the reviews that have taken place that year. While there 

is flexibility and it is up to Institute to decide how it carries out these reviews, we 

would expect them to be comprehensive, including details of completions, 

destinations and progression, wage uplift, and feedback from providers, 

apprentices, assessment organisations and employers in particular. We would 

also expect that they check how the standard fits with the latest version of the 

relevant occupational map. The Institute should also consider how well the system 

as a whole is delivering successful apprenticeships which respond to the skills 

needs outlined in the industrial strategy and wider Government priorities like 

social mobility.  

 

28. The Secretary of State is aware of the need to ensure that the landscape of 

apprenticeship standards as a whole is, and remains, comprehensive, concise and 

coherent. We expect the Institute to take responsibility for achieving this, and that 

regular reviews to identify any gaps or duplication, as well as proactive work with 

employers to address these, will form an important part of this.  

 

AoC Commentary: Paragraph 28 is both a critical and challenging task for the IfA. 

There is no doubt that all employer groups have worked hard in their trailblazers 

to meet specific needs within their industries. It is now time to evaluate what has 
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been produced in its broader context and with the broader purposes of 

apprenticeships in mind. 

Quality oversight of the registers of training providers and assessment organisations  

29. The Secretary of State has given the Institute responsibility for assisting with 

certain elements of the registers of training providers and assessment 

organisations. It is intended that the Institute will propose the key quality criteria 

for the Register of Apprenticeships Training Organisations. The SFA will maintain 

responsibility for administration and overall responsibility for the registers will 

remain with the Secretary of State. They have also been given the ability to require 

the Skills Funding Agency to investigate or take action in particular circumstances, 

under the oversight of the Secretary of State. The detail of this arrangement is set 

out in an MoU between the Secretary of State and the Institute. As now, the 

Secretary of State would retain overall responsibility for the actions of the Skills 

Funding Agency.  

 

AoC Commentary: We would be keen to ensure that this added layer of 

involvement with the registers does not result in delays or confusion for providers 

of delivery or assessment. 

 

Working with key partners  

30. There are many different organisations involved in assuring various different 

aspects of the quality of apprenticeships – including Ofsted, Ofqual, the Skills 

Funding Agency, HEFCE and QAA and, in future, the Office for Students. It is 

essential that all of these organisations work collaboratively towards the common 

goal of high quality apprenticeships and occupationally competent individuals. 

Their roles are largely set out in legislation or through mandate letters from the 

Secretary of State. Legislation which is currently in development will give the 

Institute data and information-sharing powers with Ofqual, Ofsted and the Office 

for students.  

 

31. While the Institute does not have an explicit statutory role which gives it any 

precedence over any of these partner organisations, we would expect it to assume 

a leadership role in the context of apprenticeships, given the functions that it does 

have. We recommend that it establishes a ‘Quality Partnership’ between all key 

organisations to ensure consistency of approach and objectives.  

 

32. We would also expect it to work with the devolved administrations to ensure 

the needs of employers who work across boarders are considered when 

standards are developed.  

 

AoC Commentary: It will be helpful to see a partnership between organisations 

with a role to play in oversight of the quality of apprenticeships, which should lead 

to a greater level of assurance in the quality of apprenticeships in general. It is 
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good to also note the intent to ensure some level of consideration regarding the 

devolved nations. 

Engaging Apprentices  

33. We want to ensure that Apprentices have an opportunity to have their say 

about the education and training they receive during their apprenticeships, and 

the chance to improve the experience of those who come after them. We strongly 

encourage the Institute to establish mechanisms for them to be able to do this, 

perhaps through an ‘Apprenticeship Panel’ which reports directly to the Institute 

Board, as well as more informal routes to all apprentices to feed in.  

 

AoC Commentary: We would suggest that the apprentices’ panel is completely 

independent of the employers within the 15 employer panels, and that 

apprentices from other employers are encouraged to join. It might perhaps also 

be helpful to consider how the wider ‘apprentice voice’ might feed in to the 15 

panels at sectoral level and into the IfA in general. 

It is disappointing that there is no mention of how providers might feed in to the 

IfA as this could bring a different yet important perspective. The vast majority of 

apprenticeship provision is undertaken by providers who are independent of 

employers and the targets and hopes for improvements in quality cannot be 

attained without them. Despite this, there is little reference to providers in this 

document.  

 

Overseeing a fair and open system  

34. There are some behaviours which a few organisations involved in the 

development and delivery of reformed apprenticeships have displayed which we 

have made efforts to discourage. These are largely around trying to generate 

income from offering certain services which are not a necessary part of the 

system, or trying to secure a particular role for themselves without fair 

competition (for example, sector organisations setting up their own ‘approved 

lists’ of apprenticeship assessment organisations for their sectors, and asking 

those organisations to pay to be on the list). This is entirely unnecessary as the 

Skills Funding Agency runs an approvals process for assessment organisations to 

be able to offer apprenticeship end-point assessments, and this is the only list 

these organisations need to be on. We would expect the Institute to continue – 

through the way in which it fulfils its statutory duties – to discourage behaviour 

seeking to make a profit by delivering services that are not necessary and do not 

add value, and work to ensure the system as a whole is fair and consistent with 

the principles of the reforms.  

 

AoC Commentary: We welcome and applaud this intent. We must all endeavour to 

ensure that the services managed by Government agencies and other national 

bodies are effective at fulfilling their roles to ensure that there is no room for such 
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additional roles to be argued for. It is to be hoped that the IfA, alongside 

Government will be diligent in not only discouraging, but seeking to cut out any 

forms of ‘deadwood’ from the system regardless of where it sits. Such 

discouragement needs to be reflected in the funding rules and the policing and 

audit regimes. If the IfA is charged with maintaining not only the quality of 

apprenticeships but also transparency, clarity and simplicity, then the behaviours 

suggested seeking to be discouraged will find it much harder to establish and take 

hold. 

 

 

 


