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Notes from the second meeting of the AoC National Apprenticeships Policy Group, 15 January 

2018 

Present: 

Karen Redhead (Chair)  Derwentside College 

Paul Keegan   Weston College 

Sue Reed   City College Plymouth 

Viv Gillespie   Suffolk College 

Yiannis Koursis   Barnsley College 

Laraine Moody   West Suffolk College 

Matthew Phelps                   Eastleigh College 

Carina Tomlinson  East Durham College 

Sandra Burnhill                  Askham-Bryan College 

James Norris   Walsall College 

Lorraine Heath   Basingstoke College of Technology 

Laraine Smith   Uxbridge College 

Mohammed Ramzan  John Ruskin College 

Mark Bennington   Chesterfield College 

Helen Mason   City College Southampton (for Sarah Stannard) 

Sanjeev Ohri   Dudley College 

Apologies: 

Louise Wicks   Easton & Otley College 

Linda Dean   LTE Group 

Jacqui Canton   Abingdon and Whitney College 

Sarah Stannard                  City College Southampton 

Kirsti Lorde, Teresa Frith               AoC 

Guest Speakers: 

Ailsa Harris   DfE 

Coco McKeever   DfE 
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Introduction to the Group 

1 FE Workforce Update (Karen Redhead) 

An update on the working of the FE Employers Group was given. The group are seeking to 

develop a L6 and/or L7 offer to support the FE workforce. They are seeking views from colleges 

and all other FE providers via a survey that will be circulated via Survey Monkey later this week 

(week beginning 15 January 2018). The survey is asking about how providers might use the soon 

to be released L3, 4 and 5 standards and at what possible volume, as well as what they would 

like to see within a L6 and/or 7 standards. 

The group asked some questions around the work of the group: 

Will there be a degree within the standard(s)? This has not yet been determined, possibly but not 

definitely.  

There was a request to ensure that it was not too ‘managerial’ in content? 

There was a request for a digital element within the development. 

2 Keith Smith ESFA 

Unfortunately, due to an unforeseen development Keith was unable to attend the meeting, but 

agreed to respond to the groups concerns and queries. Those relating to the recent non-levy 

procurement process and subsequent allocations were fed through to inform a meeting 

between David Hughes and Keith due to take place that same afternoon (15 January). This was 

done. The items referred were: 

• All present were successful colleges in the non-lev allocation process, but there was a 

mix of colleges who agreed that the allocations were too small, but felt forced to take the 

risk that funding would materialise ‘at some point’ to cover non-levy commitments. And 

other colleges who felt that their allocations were generous in the light of the drop off in 

demand that they were seeing from non-levy employers. 

• Real concern all around that colleges may promise things to employers that will not 

ultimately be deliverable due some unforeseen policy shift, or lack of funding flowing 

into non-levy particularly. 

• Concerns around how tightly ESFA might hold colleges to the sectoral, geographical and 

sub-contracting splits as noted within their bids, particularly where the college are having 

to trim their offer due to the drop-in funding allocations. 

• Most colleges would like further clarity around when the growth points for non-levy 

allocations will occur and what they should expect with regards to the process. 

• Concerns that employer choice is being curtailed for some employers who will not be 

able to use a college because the college has insufficient allocation to support all the 

demand it faces. 
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• Some colleges were asking if they can use some of their allocation through to Dec 2017 

for new starts in January 2018? 

• The colleges present wanted to know more about ‘trusted provider status’ which they 

had heard mentioned at a couple of external conferences. 

• Some colleges wanted confirmation of the name of their ESFA rep! 

Additional items for Keith Smith: 

• The colleges felt that it was likely that there would be more money in the system for non-

levy due to the inactivity of some levy payers. 

• A lot of levy and non-levy employers are just not looking to move to employ apprentices 

at the current and are reticent to do so until they are more confident in the changes. 

Currently there are no incentives within the system to encourage employers to move at 

the same pace as providers are being forced to move. 

• The length of time it is taking to get to the point of delivery was another key concern and 

the fact that the funding as it stands is in some instances, insufficient to cover the cost of 

the 20% off the job/assessment elements, let alone providing any surplus to cover the 

very real upfront cost being incurred for contract negotiation, delivery negotiation and 

preparation, apprentice assessment, registrations, etc. There needs to be recognition in 

the funding of the upfront costs of the new system. It was agreed that a subgroup of the 

Apprenticeships Policy Group would be formed to come up with a figure to illustrate the 

actual cost incurred in getting to the point of delivery within a high-quality offer. 

(Southampton, Walsall and Didley all agreed to be part of such a group, Kirsti Lorde 

agreed to raise the matter with David Hughes and Julian Gravatt) 

• The increased problem with 16 – 18 yr old apprentices in terms of the drop off in 

numbers, lack of real incentives and the need for parental signatures for the 

Apprenticeship Commitment Statement. 

• Concern that ‘new’ providers have been given a significant amount of the non-levy 

allocation and will not be in a position to commit it with subcontracting to other 

providers, including colleges. Most in the room had been approached by a successful 

third party asking about subcontracting work to the college. This suggests that whilst the 

procurement process has been implemented effectively, it does not appear to have hit 

any hoped strategic markers. 

• General concern about the level of bureaucracy within the systems and the fact that the 

burden of this was falling on the providers (as are penalties for non-compliance) 

• There was interest to understand more about the 10% funding transfer that is to be 

introduced later this year for levy payers. For example, will the 10% be able to be given to 

employers who are NOT in the supply chain? 

• A request that there is some thought given to the rationale behind the funding caps as 

there appear to be a number of rather strange anomalies within it. 

• A general agreement that colleges need to supply AoC (and through them, ESFA, IfA and 

DfE) with specific case studies to illustrate the concerns that have been raised. 
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• A request that more is done to inform levy employers that they are levy employers and 

to support providers in their attempts to inform non-levy employers of the reforms and 

their impact. 

• The need for evidence was discussed, firstly evidence of negotiation on price. A number 

of colleges in the room have set their process and therefore do not negotiate, there was 

concern that some auditors appear to be asking for evidence of price negotiation. 

• There was concern expressed around some employers seeking to beat the price down to 

a point where the delivery of a quality offer is not possible (particularly were a third party 

has accepted the lower price point and now some colleges are being asked to pick the 

provision back up as the new provider is unable to deliver at the agreed price point.) 

• A number of employers – the H&SC sector was mentioned appear to be so concerned at 

the implications of 20% off the job that they would rather pay for a commercial offer 

outside apprenticeship to gain the required level of staff training. 

• There was general agreement that a number of ‘speculative’ professional bids must have 

been successful within the non-levy procurement, with these speculators now trying to 

work out how to spend the money (evidenced by the subsequent approaches that such 

providers are making to colleges currently). 

• There was a request that ESFA supply some data around how provision is going across 

sectors, level and age ranges within apprenticeships so that colleges can judge where 

their offer is in line with or bucking national trends. 

• A strong plea (which is perhaps better directed at IfA), not to lower the funding levels still 

further. 

• When considering the collection of evidence for 20% off the job. The difficulty of getting 

the commitment of the employer to support the collection of such evidence should not 

be underestimated. Even if the manager who negotiates the contract understands, it is 

the line manager/designated work mentor who has a role in collecting it. If they don’t 

support the collection there is no penalty for the employer, the impact sits with the 

provider. 

• There was general agreement that 20% was a compliance measure, not a quality one. 

There group asked that more thought be given to developing measures that reflected 

quality, rather than compliance. 

• A final repeat plea that there be some incentives/disincentives for employers who do not 

comply with the agreements that are struck so that providers do not have to bear the 

brunt of the consequences. 

 

3 20% off the Job with Ailsa Harris and Coco McKeever (DfE) 

AH – head of Quality in Apprenticeships and Coco quality policy lead. Seeking an open and 

honest discussion regarding quality in apprenticeships. 

Ailsa Harris confirmed that Jane Bellford is new Deputy Director for Apprenticeships, replace Carl 

Cresswell. She has worked in DfE on both HE and FE in the past.  
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TF gave a roundup of the morning’s discussion (as above). Highlighted that Care and NHS are 

heavily hit by 20% off the job. Providers likely to ‘pay the price’ of evidence collection, but 

employers much less so…  

At the moment, the system feels very much about compliance rather than quality. Elements of 

professional judgement (on the part of the experienced provider) appear to be removed in an 

attempt to treat all providers in the same way. Keeping in mind that treating everyone the same 

is not the equivalent of treating everyone fairly. 

Considering measures to ensure quality provision, the group suggested some measures should 

be considered that are more akin to those developed for classroom based provision to ensure 

that learning is taking place.  

Flex outside the contractual hours? There was a discussion around this, particularly at the higher 

levels where it is an accepted custom and practice that the learner invests some of their own 

time in their learning in recognition of the personal gain they will receive. 

AH – interested in link between funding and quality. Evidence on this link would be helpful. 

AH conceded that 20% IS a compliance measure rather than a quality measure. It is intended to 

ensure that there is SUBSTANTIAL LEARNING within the apprenticeship. DfE see the 20% 

threshold being the differentiator between apprenticeship and other training.  

A lot of the corporate employers DON’T want to call it an Apprenticeship and don’t want to have 

to commit to 20% off their contracted hours. Custom and Practice at higher levels tends to be 

that the training takes place outside contracted hours. This is NOT the case where the 

apprenticeship is at a lower level and the learner arguably should be given time off the job for 

learning. The group felt that treating both deliveries in the same way was inappropriate.  

Given some of the low funding rates for some sectors (e.g. H&SC ) the 20% off the job is a critical 

barrier and is actually pushing employers away from apprenticeships.  

At the higher levels there is more ‘blurring’ between on and off the job (helpfully) in some 

instances, but this could be lost with too precise an interpretation of the rules.   

Difficult to get employers to record off the job learning that employers deliver. How do colleges 

take employers to task if there is no evidence collected?  

A plea to not micro manage the 20% on a monthly basis!! DfE asked for examples of how 

onerous this would be?! 

Suggest NOT treating all providers in the same way. New v Ofsted, trusted providers. From DfE 

side ‘how can we ‘prove’ that our money has been spent on training, it can’t just be down to 

trust?  

Could DfE use the Learner and Employer voice to help evidence that learning is taking place? DfE 

seemed interested in considering this approach. 
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 Perhaps best not to wait until the end of an apprenticeship but to have milestones throughout 

the duration… to check that learning is taking place. 

There has been a shift in the demographic following the levy. App wage recognises that an 

employee is NOT operating at the appropriate level, those who are already in employment 

present a different case – and in a number of instances where an employee is already operating 

at the appropriate level (and so will not need 12 months minimum with 20% off the job). This 

feels like ‘deadweight’ delivery? 

Need employers to comply with 20% off the job, particularly levy employers and there is no 

disincentive for employers if they renege on the deal agreed (outside whatever penalties the 

provider has placed within the contract). This also follows through to data input problems 

leading to missing payments. Again, the entire burden falls on the providers and none on the 

employer. 

Concern that whilst employers are not quick to comply, the size of the contracts makes it hard 

for colleges to walk away. Again, employers have no incentive to move at the same pace as the 

provider. There is no penalty for them if they catch the provider up in hours of negotiation and 

then decide not to start any learners for 12 months, or if they change their minds entirely. 

Workplace mentoring is an area where there is perhaps a job of work to do. A guide for 

employer’s line managers may be helpful. Just because the contract signer understands, doesn’t 

mean the line manager will understand and comply. 

It is generally the behaviours seen within employers relatively new to apprenticeships that 

display unhelpful attitudes and behaviours. Traditional industries are much more understanding 

(not surprisingly), particularly around the off the job element. 

Employers employing staff at .8 or extended contracted hours, or no contracted hours of 

standard pattern of work in an attempt to overcome 20% off the job. Not ideal behaviours. 

3 million still a commitment v the current drops off? Is there a view as to how important that 

target is? Serious concern regarding 16 - 18 drop off particularly. 

Some concerns about access to ‘step on’ apprenticeships at L2 in some sectors.  

DFE – difference in need between new workforce entrant v others, so should there be a different 

offer? Yes said the group! 

END 

 

Next Meeting 8 May, AoC offices, 11.00 – 14.00 

 


