
 
No train, 
no gain 
 
An investigation into the quality of 
apprenticeships in England 
 
Tom Richmond and Eleanor Regan 



About the authors 

 

Tom Richmond is the director of the EDSK think tank.  

Tom has spent two decades in the world of education. He began his career teaching A-level 

Psychology at one of the country’s leading state schools, having gained a BSc in Psychology 

from the University of Birmingham and an MSc in Child Development from the Institute of 

Education in London.  

After three years in teaching, he moved into politics to work on policy development and 

research across the education, skills and welfare sector. This included roles at think tanks such 

as Policy Exchange and the Social Market Foundation, Pearson, G4S and working for an MP. 

He subsequently spent two years as an advisor to ministers at the Department for Education, 

first under Michael Gove and then Nicky Morgan, where he helped to design and deliver new 

policies as well as improve existing ones. After leaving the Department for Education, he 

spent two years teaching at a Sixth Form College before moving back into education policy 

and research, first at the Reform think tank and then at Policy Exchange before deciding to 

launch EDSK.  

He has also written extensively for publications such as the TES and Schools Week and has 

appeared on numerous media outlets, including the BBC News Channel, Sky News, BBC 

Radio 4, BBC Radio 5 Live, LBC and TalkRADIO. 

 

Eleanor Regan is a researcher at the EDSK think tank.  

She has co-authored several reports at EDSK, including major projects on topics such as the 

future of assessment in primary and secondary schools, preventing young people from 

becoming unemployed and the debate over ‘low value’ Higher Education. 

Before joining EDSK in 2021, Eleanor completed a BA in Geography at the University of 

Southampton, where she developed a strong interest in issues of inequality, particularly in 

relation to social class. In her spare time, she is an admin volunteer for a social enterprise that 

focuses on improving children’s attainment in mathematics. 

 

 

 

  



Acknowledgements 

 

The authors would like to thank the three external peer reviewers of this paper who kindly 

provided their feedback and comments during the drafting process. Thanks also go to those 

who commented on specific sections of the report or provided expert input for one or more of 

the recommendations.  

The views expressed in the report are attributable to the authors and do not necessarily reflect 

those of EDSK’s advisory board or supporters. Any errors remain the responsibility of the 

authors. 

 

 

About EDSK 

 

EDSK is an independent, impartial think tank. 

Our mission is to design new and better ways of helping learners of all ages succeed, 

particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

We aim to achieve this by conducting research on topics across the education and skills 

landscape and then producing evidence-based recommendations for how the system needs 

to change, both now and in the future.  

Our research covers primary schools, secondary schools, colleges, apprenticeships and 

universities. Whichever topic or policy area we are investigating, our priority is always to 

produce better outcomes for learners while also ensuring that the greatest support is given to 

the most disadvantaged members of society. 

We work closely with a range of individuals and organisations to ensure that our research 

reflects a wide range of evidence on any given issue. EDSK retains copyright and full editorial 

control over our research, irrespective of how it is funded. 

 

 

EDSK is a not-for-profit think tank registered in England and Wales.  

(Company Registration No. 11795717) 

 

 

Find out more at www.edsk.org   

https://www.edsk.org/


Contents 

 

 

 Executive summary 1 

 
 

1 Introduction 7 

 
 

2 What is the definition of an ‘apprenticeship’? 11 

 
 

3 Who is in charge of apprenticeships? 14 

 
 

4 Low-skill roles being rebadged as ‘apprenticeships’ 21 

 
 

5 Upskilling and deskilling 32 

 
 

6 The importance of off-the-job training 38 

 
 

7 The role of employers 48 

 
 

8 Recommendations 57 

 
 

 Conclusion 68 

 
 

 References 70 

 
 

 



 1 

 

Executive Summary 
 

 

10 years ago, the Coalition Government commissioned the ‘Richard Review’ to ensure that 

apprenticeships in England were “consistently delivering high quality training”. The Review 

called for a package of reforms that aimed to deliver a “world class” system, which centred 

around a new ‘employer-led’ approach that has allowed employers to control the design and 

provision of apprenticeships over the past decade. This report investigates what has 

happened to the quality of apprenticeships after ministers and civil servants sought to 

implement the Review’s proposals. 

 

 

Low skill roles being rebadged as ‘apprenticeships’ 

 

The Richard Review was clear that apprenticeships were “most meaningful” for jobs requiring 

“substantial training and high levels of skill” and that “other forms of training” should be 

used to support individuals into lower-skilled jobs. A decade on, the apprenticeship system 

is still littered with low skill roles masquerading as ‘apprenticeships’ even though they clearly 

do not require ‘substantial training’ (despite this level of training being a mandatory element 

of all apprenticeships according to the Government).  

 

Numerous job adverts on the Government’s own apprenticeship vacancy website (see pages 

21-26) lay bare the low expectations of many ‘apprenticeships’. In the hospitality sector, 

learners can end up heating and serving precooked meals and pushing around a drinks and 

snacks trolley as a ‘Food and Drink Apprentice’, or washing, drying and ironing clothes as an 

‘Apprentice Housekeeper’. Other low skill ‘apprenticeships’ can be found in offices who hire 

apprentices to answer phone calls and take messages for colleagues as well as leisure venues 

who recruit apprentices to greet customers, take bookings and serve soft drinks. None of these 

roles represent skilled occupations (another mandatory part of the Government’s definition 

of an apprenticeship) and they typically offer just £4.81 per hour - the apprenticeship 

minimum wage - in return for a poor experience. 

 

To emphasise how little skill these ‘apprenticeships’ require, employers often admit that these 

jobs can be performed with minimal training. ‘Retail apprenticeships’ have proved popular 

in many supermarkets and other outlets, even though employers state the same skills can be 

taught in just six weeks outside of the apprenticeship system. This absence of substantial and 

skilled training is equally evident in the ‘apprenticeships’ for driving delivery vans, working 

in a coffee shop and dog grooming among other roles, which typically require no more than 

a few weeks of training – thus confirming that a 12-month ‘apprenticeship’ is wasteful and 

misleading for potential recruits.  
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The misuse of the apprenticeship brand 

 

The Richard Review criticised the use of apprenticeships to upskill existing staff or accredit 

their existing skills, calling it “the wrong approach to training and… distracting 

apprenticeships from their core purpose”. Nevertheless, the Review’s recommendation that 

such activities “should remain clearly distinct” from apprenticeships has not been 

implemented. Over 40 per cent of ‘apprentices’ in 2020/21 had been with their employer for 

over a year prior to starting their apprenticeship.  

 

The Review also warned that using apprenticeships to upskill staff would represent poor 

value for money. Even so, by far the most popular ‘apprenticeship’ in England is a training 

course to become a ‘Team Leader’, which has attracted around 90,000 learners over the last 

five years – almost 70 per cent more than any other apprenticeship. Employers can access 

£4,500 for each employee enrolled on this course, despite a similar programme being available 

outside of the apprenticeship system for just £1,300.  

 

In addition, the Richard Review objected to the “drift towards calling many things 

apprenticeships which, in fact, are not”, adding that apprenticeships must be used for “real 

and specific skilled occupations”. However, many current ‘apprenticeships’ have nothing to 

do with real occupations, with some employers choosing instead to invent fake job titles to 

access apprenticeship funding. This includes training courses called ‘Senior Leader’ and 

‘Accountancy or Taxation Professional’, with the latter absurdly claiming to encompass roles 

as diverse as accountants, tax advisers, auditors, management consultants and business 

advisors in a single ‘apprenticeship’. Such courses are not recognised jobs or occupations (yet 

another breach of the Government’s definition of an apprenticeship) and are hugely 

expensive, with the ‘Accountancy or Taxation Professional’ consuming more funding than 

any other apprenticeship over the last five years at a cost of up to £21,000 per ‘apprentice’.  

 

 

Apprentices denied the training they are entitled to receive 

 

The Richard Review emphasised that off-the-job training “adds value” to the experience of 

apprentices by giving them “safeguarded time away from their job to ensure they can do 

substantial training”. Since the Review, apprentices have been entitled to a minimum of 20 

per cent of their working hours to be spent on off-the-job training activities – equivalent to 

one day a week. Even so, one in five apprentices are not informed about this entitlement, with 

even lower awareness among hospitality and retail apprentices as well as entry-level 

apprenticeships more broadly. Worse still, more than half (54 per cent) of apprentices do not 

receive the minimum one-day-a-week of off-the-job training, and 30 per cent report receiving 

no training at all from their training provider during the entire working week.  
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Even where off-the-job training is being delivered, it is often poor quality. The Richard Review 

had criticised training providers for “too often” restricting off-the-job training to “self-guided 

learning” by apprentices, yet little has been done since then to eradicate this problem. Under 

the current apprenticeship funding rules, training providers are allowed to count the “time 

spent [by apprentices] writing assignments” (including homework tasks) as ‘training’ – an 

appalling distortion of what an apprenticeship is meant to entail, and an obvious loophole for 

unscrupulous providers to spend as little time and money as possible delivering genuine 

training while claiming the maximum available funding from government. 

 

What’s more, the current funding rules place no restrictions on the amount of ‘online learning’ 

that can take place, meaning that apprentices can go weeks, if not months, without having 

any face-to-face contact with their training provider or receiving any direct training. Even 

‘degree apprenticeships’ are being delivered by some Higher Education providers entirely 

through webinars, recorded lectures and online forums, with barely any face-to-face contact 

throughout the entire multi-year course. Apprentices are rarely made aware of such practices 

by their training provider before their apprenticeship commences.   

 

 

Employers ignoring their responsibilities 
 

On-the-job training delivered by employers is a crucial component of apprenticeships, 

especially as 80 per cent of an apprentice’s time is supposed to be spent in the workplace. The 

Richard Review heard from apprentices that on-the-job training improved their overall 

experience as they valued the “on-site application to achieve and embed” their off-the-job 

learning, alongside “work-based time to build experience” and having someone mentor them. 

Despite the value of this type of training, one in five (19 per cent) apprentices report receiving 

no on-the-job training at all from their employer, rising to one in four (26 per cent) for those 

on entry-level apprenticeships. 

 

What’s more, the Richard Review emphasised the importance of creating a “clear and 

common understanding of what is expected from the apprentice and the employer from the 

outset”, yet employers and training providers are not required to provide apprentices with a 

curriculum or syllabus setting out what they will actually learn on their course. This means 

that prospective apprentices are left to make decisions about their future with barely any 

knowledge of what they are signing up to – something that would never be tolerated for 

university or A-level applicants. Denying apprentices access to detailed information about 

their training course also leaves them at risk of a poor-quality experience because they have 

no reference point for what training they should receive on their apprenticeship. The 

continued absence of a ‘clear and common understanding’ of what apprentices should learn 

is so pervasive that one in ten learners are unaware that they are even on an apprenticeship. 
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The experience of apprentices with their employers also varies significantly across sectors. 

While the Richard Review was clear that apprenticeships are “a form of education, based in 

the workplace”, many apprentices are being denied the core education element of their 

programme. This is particularly common in social care and retail, where apprentices are often 

treated as “workers rather than learners” and are given few opportunities to learn new skills 

during working hours. A lack of high-quality training from employers has been linked with 

low satisfaction levels among apprentices as well as an increased chance of them dropping 

out of their apprenticeship, with some apprentices leaving precisely because their employer 

“prioritised their employee role over their apprenticeship requirements”. The OECD has 

highlighted that England remains an international outlier by acting as if on-the-job training is 

a “marginal” issue despite it representing “the traditional heart of apprenticeship”. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The Richard Review set out to ensure that apprenticeships in England consistently delivered 

high-quality training. A decade on, the evidence in this report shows that many apprentices 

are still being badly let down by the current system. From the outset, applicants are kept in 

the dark with little information about what an apprenticeship will offer them. Even after their 

apprenticeship begins, learners can find themselves working in low-skill low-level positions 

while being paid far less than the national minimum wage. At the same time, employers have 

taken advantage of the opportunity to create ‘apprenticeships’ out of fictitious job titles, which 

typically turn out to be little more than training courses for their existing employees. 

Regardless of which apprenticeship they have signed up to, apprentices across the country 

are also not receiving the necessary training from their employer or training provider, with 

many left largely to their own devices and receive no training at all. 

 

In light of these uncomfortable truths, it is perhaps unsurprising that almost half (47 per cent) 

of all apprentices are now dropping out before completing their course. A staggering 70 per 

cent of those who drop out report concerns about the quality of their apprenticeship – 

equivalent to around 115,000 apprentices a year. These concerns include, among others, their 

apprenticeship being low quality, badly organised, unhelpful or lacking the rigorous training 

that they rightly expected. If A-level or university students were dropping out in such large 

numbers or reporting similar complaints then it would be a national scandal. On that basis, 

there is no justification for tens of thousands of apprentices having to tolerate such a 

disheartening experience.  

 

While there are many excellent apprenticeships available, this report has no choice but to 

conclude that the quality of apprenticeships in England remains a serious problem. While an 

‘employer-led’ approach to apprenticeships was a valid aim, the evidence strongly suggests 
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that many employers are either unable or unwilling to offer apprentices a high-quality 

experience. Meanwhile, some training providers continue to make the most of the weak rules 

around training quality and the noticeable lack of enforcement from government. As a result, 

the majority of apprentices are being denied even their minimum entitlement to a decent 

training programme – a clear breach of the funding rules that apparently comes with few 

consequences for the training provider.  

 

The only way to eradicate poor provision and substandard training within the apprenticeship 

system is for the Government to now set a much higher bar for what constitutes ‘quality’ as 

well as consistently enforcing the rules and procedures that were intended to protect 

apprentices from malpractice and exploitation. In other words, our apprenticeship system 

should be reconfigured so that it puts the needs of apprentices alongside the needs of 

employers. If this change in culture and mindset does not materialise in the coming years, 

apprenticeships will continue to be “considered second class” and lack the prestige tied to 

attending university - as the Richard Review warned ten years ago. The recommendations in 

this report set out how policymakers can start a new journey towards building a high-quality 

apprenticeship system that is as respected and admired as a university degree. The reforms 

needed to reach this goal cannot come soon enough. 

 

 

Recommendations 
 

 

Creating a better experience for apprentices 

 

• RECOMMENDATION 1: The Government should publicly restate its commitment to the 

Richard Review’s definition of what constitutes a high-quality apprenticeship that benefits 

learners as well as employers. Any ‘apprenticeship’ that does not meet this definition 

should be immediately banned from accepting new apprenticeship starts and fully 

withdrawn by 2024.   

• RECOMMENDATION 2: To create a common and transparent understanding of the 

training programme that apprentices will receive, employers should be required to 

produce a ‘training curriculum’ for each apprenticeship standard from 2024 onwards. The 

curriculum (designed in collaboration with Awarding Organisations and training 

providers) will set out a complete list of the content, tasks and activities that will be 

delivered to learners over the course of their apprenticeship. 
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• RECOMMENDATION 3: To ensure that all apprenticeships are for skilled occupations 

and roles that require at least 12 months of training (as specified in the existing funding 

rules), every new training curriculum must include a minimum of 300 hours of off-the-job 

training in every year of the apprenticeship. 

• RECOMMENDATION 4: To prevent any employer or provider from ignoring their 

responsibilities to offer genuine training to every apprentice, a minimum of 200 hours out 

of the new 300-hour annual training curriculum must be delivered face-to-face. Any time 

spent by an apprentice completing homework or other assignments will also no longer be 

counted as ‘training’. 

 

Creating a better system for delivering apprenticeships 

 

• RECOMMENDATION 5: To build an apprenticeship system that benefits learners, 

taxpayers and wider society as well as employers, the Institute for Apprenticeships and 

Technical Education (IfATE) should be redesigned as a collaborative partnership that is 

guided by the views of its main stakeholders and beneficiaries.  

• RECOMMENDATION 6: As part of a new drive to improve the quality of off-the-job and 

on-the-job training, the Government should hand responsibility for approving and 

inspecting apprenticeship providers to a new body: the National Apprenticeship 

Inspectorate. 

• RECOMMENDATION 7: To promote the supply of entry-level opportunities and clear 

progression routes into genuine high-quality apprenticeships, the ‘traineeships’ 

programme should be expanded. A bursary of £100 a week should also be introduced for 

trainees to support them with expenses such as food and transport. 
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1. Introduction 
 

 

“Apprenticeships, or at least the notion of them, are popular. This is a good thing and a 

bad thing. It is good because there is broad support amongst all stakeholders for a strong 

apprenticeship system in our country. At the same time, with that warm regard and that 

popularity, comes a diversity of views on what an apprenticeship is and, more importantly, 

what is should be going forward. This plurality of views in itself is no bad thing but it has 

led us to stretch the definition of what an apprenticeship is too far and, as a consequence, 

we risk losing sight of the core feature of what makes apprenticeships work, what makes 

them unique.” 1 

 

In 2012, the Coalition Government set entrepreneur Doug Richard the task of leading a wide-

ranging review of apprenticeships in England (the ‘Richard Review’). The Review was asked 

to “ensure that in the future the programme is… consistently delivering high quality training” 

as well as taking a “critical look at apprenticeships and look to identify a set of principles and 

priorities for the optimal content of future apprenticeships, to ensure that every 

apprenticeship delivers new high quality training”.2    

 

As the above quote from the Richard Review rightly notes, apprenticeships are a unique form 

of training as they offer individuals the opportunity to ‘earn and learn’ in employment while 

they work towards a nationally recognised credential. Consequently, when done well, 

apprenticeships deliver benefits to individuals, their employer and society as a whole. The 

Review stated that “at its heart an apprenticeship is a form of education… which implies a 

key beneficiary is the apprentice”,3 yet employers also benefit because ‘apprenticed’ 

employees are “more loyal and more effective”.4 In addition, society benefits as 

apprenticeships provide “a ladder into meaningful employment”, improve the quality of the 

workforce and provide “a critical tool for Government to fulfil its obligation to young people 

to prepare them for a lifetime of employment.”5 

 

To deliver these benefits, the Richard Review proposed several reforms to the apprenticeship 

system that were “intended to help shape a system that has the potential to be world class 

whilst being tuned to this country’s specific economy.”6 The proposed reforms included: 
 

• A switch from apprenticeship ‘frameworks’ (packages of learning delivered as 

separate qualifications) to ‘standards’ written by employers, which would set out “in 

terms relevant and meaningful for employers, what an apprentice should be able to 

do and know at the end of their apprenticeship.”7  The content of these new standards 

was to be developed by groups of employers (‘Trailblazers’). 
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• Moving to a final test “primarily at the end of an apprenticeship”8 (hence the name 

‘end-point assessment’) that would demonstrate “the apprentice can take the 

knowledge and expertise they have gained and apply it in a real world context”.9   

• The creation of a new funding mechanism, in which “purchasing power for investing 

in apprenticeship training should lie with the employer.”10 The Review proposed that 

for employers to be real consumers of training, they should “have control of 

Government funding and, also, contribute themselves to the cost of training.”11 

 

Following the Review’s publication, some significant changes were made to apprenticeships 

in England. For example, the first apprenticeship ‘standards’ were approved for delivery in 

2014, and since then the Government has gradually withdrawn frameworks, with almost all 

new apprenticeship starts now based on standards.12 Other notable changes include the 

establishment of the ’Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education’ (IfATE) in 2017 

to oversee the development of standards and end-point assessments.13 2017 also saw the 

introduction of the ‘apprenticeship levy’, which is in effect a payroll tax on employers with 

the largest pay bills that generates all the funding for apprenticeships. Alongside these 

changes to the content and delivery of apprenticeships, the Coalition Government set a target 

of 3 million apprenticeship starts between 2015 and 2020, although the target was never 

reached.14 

 

Ten years on from the Review, one could argue that the apprenticeship system appears to be 

in reasonable health, with the Government’s latest survey of apprentices showing that 60 per 

cent of learners report a satisfaction score of 8 out of 10 or higher.15 However, this means that 

40 per cent of apprentices – equivalent to around 250,000-300,000 learners at present – feel that 

their apprenticeship is not living up to expectations. Among those who report being 

dissatisfied with their apprenticeship, the most common reasons were a lack of support from 

their training provider (54 per cent), the apprenticeship being badly organised (41 per cent), 

the poor quality of training (33 per cent) and an overall lack of training (21 per cent).16 These 

figures suggest that the high-quality apprenticeship training demanded by the Richard 

Review a decade ago is still not being delivered in a large number of cases. 

 

In light of this, it is perhaps unsurprising that almost half (47 per cent) of apprentices do not 

complete their programme.17 This compares unfavourably with the drop-out rates for A-levels 

(8.7 per cent18) and university (5.3 per cent19). Some factors that contribute to these 

apprenticeship drop-out rates are clearly beyond the control of ministers and civil servants, 

such as the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic and personal factors such as mental health 

issues. Nevertheless, Figure 1 (overleaf) shows that among those who leave their 

apprenticeship due to problems with the apprenticeship itself, many attribute this to the lack 

of high-quality training that they received or the negligible value of the training on offer. In 
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fact, 70 per cent of apprentices who drop out report that they had concerns about the quality 

of their apprenticeship20 – suggesting that these problems may be widespread. 

 

Figure 1: Top five apprenticeship-related reasons why respondents did not 

complete their programme 21

  
 

Being enrolled on a low-quality training course can be detrimental to learners for a variety of 

reasons. First and foremost, the minimum wage for apprentices (£4.81) is well below the 

national minimum wage (£6.83-9.50 depending on their age)22 because apprentices are 

generally agreed to be less productive while training. This lower wage for apprentices is also 

a form of investment in themselves given their reasonable expectation of being paid more in 

the long run when fully trained. However, if the high-quality training that apprentices expect 

and require does not materialise, they are left at risk of accepting a lower wage without any 

longer-term benefits. In addition, if an apprentice is enrolled on a poor-quality programme, 

their lack of training and development (plus the opportunity cost of the months spent on the 

programme) could harm their career opportunities and wage prospects in future. 

 

Low-quality apprenticeships have implications for other stakeholders too. Employers 

delivering substandard training are likely to struggle to retain their staff as well as potentially 

worsening any skills shortages in their organisation. Employers in the same sector may 

subsequently be put off from employing learners who have completed an apprenticeship due 

to concerns about the variable quality of training being provided. Furthermore, society and 

government will see a lower return on their investment in apprenticeships, as low-quality 

programmes do little to build a productive workforce and contribute towards economic 

growth. The damage that could be done to the apprenticeship ‘brand’ should also not be 

underestimated. If apprenticeships gain a reputation for being low-quality training courses 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Felt could progress in job role without finishing

Didn't want to work in job role training for

Apprenticeship badly run / poorly organised

Training not as good as hoped

Not enough time for learning / training

Percentage of non-completers citing the 
factor as contributing to their failure to

complete the apprenticeship 
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with few benefits, this may deter potential apprentices – especially younger recruits whose 

parents and teachers may no longer deem apprenticeships to be an acceptable option (most 

obviously when compared with a university degree).  

 

This report is the second of two major research projects by EDSK this year on apprenticeships, 

the first of which looked at the impact of the apprenticeship levy since 2017 alongside the 

wider question of employer investment in skills and training. Given the alarming situation 

with apprenticeship drop-out rates and the reports from apprentices of pervasive problems 

with low-quality training, this report will investigate whether the quality of apprenticeships 

in England remains a problem ten years after the Richard Review was published. Following 

a discussion of how ‘apprenticeships’ are currently defined, each chapter in the report will 

examine a problem identified by the Richard Review in relation to apprenticeship quality as 

well as the solutions that the Review proposed and whether the necessary changes have been 

implemented in the intervening decade. The report will conclude with a set of 

recommendations that aim to ensure that every apprenticeship provides a high-quality 

training programme that benefits learners, employers, taxpayers and society. 

  

https://www.edsk.org/publications/changing-courses/
https://www.edsk.org/publications/changing-courses/
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2. What is the definition of an ‘apprenticeship’? 
 

 

One of the weaknesses in the apprenticeship system identified by the Richard Review was the 

absence of a clear definition of the term ‘apprenticeship’:   

 

“There has been a drift towards calling many things apprenticeships which, in fact, are 

not. This does not help us define and support apprenticeships going forward. Simply 

enough, not all instances of training on a job are apprenticeships.”23  

The Review asserted that to combat these issues, “we must create a clear and common 

understanding about what is and is not an apprenticeship”.24   

 

“An apprenticeship is a form of education, based in the workplace. It must be attached to 

a real job and deliver broad and transferable skills that are recognised and valued across 

the sector. An apprentice must be new to the job or job role and the job must involve 

substantial and high levels of skill. Suitable candidates should have the potential to acquire 

the skills to do the job well, even if they are starting from a low base.” 25 

 

In the same year that the Richard Review was published, a report by the International Labour 

Office (ILO) set out the internationally accepted definition of an apprenticeship:  

 

“’Apprenticeship’ is taken to denote training programmes that combine vocational 

education with work-based learning for an intermediate occupational skill (i.e., more than 

routinised job training), and that are subject to externally imposed training standards, 

particularly for their workplace component.” 26  

 

The ILO definition also incorporated other key features of an apprenticeship: 27   
 

• they are based in the workplace and supervised by an employer; 

• they are intended for young people; 

• the fundamental aim is learning a trade/craft or acquiring a skill; 

• the training is ‘systematic’ i.e. follows a predefined plan (a “programme of learning”); 

• the training is to established standards for a recognised occupation; 

• it is governed by a contract between apprentice and employer; 

• it provides long-term training; 

• there is also off-the-job education and training; 

• there is external regulation of training standards both in and outside the workplace. 
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In 2013, the Department for Education (DfE) and then Department for Business, Innovation 

and Skills (BIS) published their own definition of an ‘apprenticeship’ as they began to 

implement the proposals from the Richard Review (Box 128). 

 

 

From the outset, it was clear that the Government’s definition was a poor imitation of the 

ILO’s equivalent. It offered no definition of a ‘skilled occupation’ to differentiate it from low-

skill or unskilled roles. Even the phrase ‘occupation’ was not explained, leading to a 

remarkable situation in which the Government left it up to employers to decide what 

constituted an occupation (and would therefore be labelled as an ‘apprenticeship’). There was 

also no mention of other critical features of an apprenticeship such as the need for a systematic 

training plan, the importance of combining on- and off-the-job training or any external 

regulation of the training standards.  

 

More recently, the IfATE has set out what should constitute an ‘occupational standard’, which 

applies to apprenticeships and other forms of technical training. Each occupational standard 

is a description of an occupation that outlines the knowledge, skills and behaviours’ (KSBs) 

needed for someone to be competent in that occupation. These standards must meet IfATE’s 

criteria in order to be approved and thus eligible for apprenticeship funding (Box 2 overleaf29). 

These new requirements have some similarities to the previous DfE / BIS definition of an 

apprenticeship, albeit with additional details in places. For example, the newer IfATE 

definition states that they will judge whether an occupation is ‘sufficiently skilled’, by 

“reviewing it against our occupation level guide and the Standard Occupation Classification 

(SOC) from the Office for National Statistics.”30  

 

BOX 1: WHAT IS AN APPRENTICESHIP? 

An Apprenticeship is a job that requires substantial and sustained training, leading to the 

achievement of an Apprenticeship standard and the development of transferable skills. 

This definition is underpinned by four principles of future Apprenticeships: 
 

• An Apprenticeship is a job, in a skilled occupation 

• An Apprenticeship requires substantial and sustained training, lasting a minimum 

of 12 months and including off-the-job training 

• An Apprenticeship leads to full competency in an occupation, demonstrated by the 

achievement of an Apprenticeship standard that is defined by employers 

• An Apprenticeship develops transferable skills, including English and maths, to 

progress careers.  
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The IfATE has also offered further guidance on what count as an ‘occupation’ and how they 

will assess this (e.g. comparing the occupational standard with job advertisements). In 

addition, each standard must only relate to a single occupation and be recognised by 

employers and those working within the relevant profession. Even so, some of the most 

glaring omissions from the Government’s earlier definition of an apprenticeship – such as the 

need for a systematic training plan or any proper regulation of training standards – remain 

absent from the IfATE’s requirements.  

 

Leaving aside the weaknesses in its description of an apprenticeship, the IfATE has 

nevertheless set out to employers, training providers, Ofsted and politicians how they will 

judge the quality of apprenticeship standards. One could therefore reasonably expect all 

apprenticeship standards to meet these requirements without exception. The following 

chapters will examine whether this is indeed the case. 

  

BOX 2: OCCUPATIONAL STANDARDS REQUIREMENTS FROM THE IfATE 

Transferable 

This occupation must: be in demand in the labour market be transferable to a range of 

other employers and secure long term earnings potential, greater security and capability 

to progress meet the standards of a range of employers rather than the needs of one 

employer. 

Sufficiently broad, deep and skilled 

This occupation must: be sufficiently skilled in terms of breadth and depth to require 

employment and training or education of at least a year’s duration (for apprenticeships, 

this means that full-time apprentices working 30 hours or more per week should spend 

an average of at least 6 hours per week in off-the-job training). 

Provides full occupational competence for new entrants 

This occupation must: fully define occupational competence for a new entrant to the 

occupation rather than only part of this. 

Recognised and stands alone  

This occupation must: be recognised by a range of employers and people practising the 

occupation, be one occupation relating to one level only at 2 to 7, aligns with an 

occupation within the relevant occupational map, or the occupation could be added, be 

recognised by relevant professional bodies and/or regulators. 
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3. Who is in charge of apprenticeships?  
 

 

The Richard Review had criticised the ‘apprenticeship frameworks’ that preceded the new 

standards, with many stakeholders expressing concerns that the “process for influencing 

apprenticeship frameworks was overly complex.”31 Furthermore, despite a “consistent view” 

across all stakeholders that “employers and industry are best placed to determine the content 

and outcome of apprenticeships”, the majority were “not satisfied that this currently 

happens.”32 As a result, the Review proposed that frameworks should be replaced by 

employer-designed standards:  

 

“We must turn the system on its head and set a few clear standards: preferably one per 

occupation, which delineates at a high-level that is meaningful to employers what it means 

to be fully competent in that occupation […The standards should] focus solely on setting 

out, in terms relevant and meaningful for employers, what an apprentice should be able to 

do and know at the end of their apprenticeship.” 33 

 

In short, the Review believed that the new standards “should be set by those who know best: 

employers.”34 This was to become the main component of the Government’s ‘employer-led’ 

mantra that has dominated the apprenticeship system ever since the Review. This notion of 

‘employer-led’ apprenticeships is, in essence, the belief that employers should be allowed to 

determine the content and coverage of the apprenticeships programme. No-one doubts the 

central role that employers should play in designing and delivering a high-quality 

apprenticeship system, yet the Richard Review added that it was nevertheless important to 

“[give] Government a clearer role in defining what a good quality standard looks like.”35  This 

was a crucial point, as allowing employers to decide on the shape and size of every 

apprenticeship without sufficient checks and balances on the quality of what employers were 

producing was always likely to generate problems. 

 

 

The rapid growth of apprenticeship standards 

 

Although the Richard Review had concluded that the old apprenticeship frameworks were 

“far too complex”,36 it soon became apparent that the move from frameworks to standards 

would not easily resolve this. The new standards were developed by ‘Trailblazers’ - groups 

of typically 10 to 20 employers intended to be representative of those likely to use the 

apprenticeship that they were designing (e.g. sector, size and geographical spread).37  
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In 2015, just a couple of years into the implementation of the new standards, then Skills 

Minister Nick Boles also criticised the “unbelievable proliferation” of apprenticeship 

frameworks when he gave evidence to the Education Select Committee, declaring “what I 

promise you we will achieve, is many fewer standards”.38 However, later that year, BIS 

announced that “there are now over 140 Trailblazer groups that so far have collectively 

delivered or are in the process of delivering, over 350 standards.”39 (compared to 181 

frameworks at the time of the Richard Review).40  Graham Stuart, then Chair of the Education 

Select Committee, said that it was:  

 

“…disappointing that ministers have still been unable to simplify the confusing landscape 

of different standards that are applied to Apprenticeships, the sheer complexity of which 

risks diluting the consistency of the qualification.”41   

 

The 2016 government-commissioned review of technical education for 16 to 19-year-olds, led 

by Lord Sainsbury, also voiced concerns about how rapidly the standards were expanding 

and the detrimental effect this could have on the quality of apprenticeships: 

 

“…we are […] concerned that some existing apprenticeship standards, at least at face 

value, seem to overlap significantly with others, be firm- rather than occupation-specific, 

and/or contain insufficient technical content. If this is indeed the case, it risks a 

proliferation of low-value or niche standards, creating complexity and recreating all the 

problems of the previous system.” 42 

 

The Review recommended that all apprenticeship standards should be reviewed “at the 

earliest opportunity” to ensure there is no substantial overlap between standards and that 

every standard contains sufficient technical content to warrant at least 20 per cent off-the-job 

training (a new requirement that was added after the Richard Review – discussed in more 

detail in chapter 6). Moreover, “standards found to be overlapping or wanting in terms of 

breadth or technical content should be revised, consolidated or withdrawn.”43  

 

Regrettably, these warnings were ignored by ministers and senior civil servants. At the time 

of writing, there are now 653 Apprenticeship standards approved for delivery and another 61 

currently in development.44 This continued proliferation poses two major risks. First, having 

so many standards makes the system more confusing for learners, employers and training 

providers. Secondly, it increases the likelihood that poor-quality standards will emerge. 
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A new government body to oversee apprenticeships 

 

To accompany the significant changes being made to apprenticeships, the Government’s 2015 

Spending Review had already outlined their intention to establish a new body to govern the 

reformed system: 

 

“The government will establish a new employer-led body to set apprenticeship standards 

and ensure quality. The body will be independent of government and will also advise on 

the levy funding each apprenticeship should receive.” 45 

 

This was an odd statement, as the UK already had a body not dissimilar to what was 

described. The UK Commission for Employment and Skills (UKCES) was a non-departmental 

public body that had provided advice on skills and employment policy to the UK Government 

and the devolved administrators since 2008. The UKCES was chaired by Sir Charlie Mayfield, 

Chairman of the John Lewis Partnership, and overseen by a group of 30 ‘Commissioners’ who 

were a mixture of businessmen and women, trade union representatives and education, 

employment and skills experts.46 The UKCES had a range of responsibilities including 

conducting research into issues such as productivity, skills shortages, employer collaborations 

and improving supply chains. This breadth, as well as the shared ownership of its work across 

a varied set of stakeholders, made the UKCES a well-regarded organisation that provided a 

critical interface between government and the education and skills system. Regardless, it was 

closed in March 2017 without explanation.47  

 

As the UKCES was in the process of being shut down, the Government established the 

‘Institute for Apprenticeships’ (IfA; later renamed the Institute for Apprenticeships and 

Technical Education, or IfATE) to meet their 2015 Spending Review commitment. Somewhat 

embarrassingly, no-one from the world of employment and skills seemed interested in leading 

this new organisation, and the IfA was forced to go months without a Chief Executive. There 

were two reasons for this. First, the way that the UKCES and its supporters had been treated 

deterred any serious candidates from putting themselves forward. Second, the IfA reports 

directly into the Secretary of State for Education and its responsibilities are limited to 

overseeing “the development, approval and publication of apprenticeship standards and 

assessment plans as well as the occupational maps”.48 This made it clear that ministers had no 

interest in allowing other stakeholders to influence how the apprenticeship system was run – 

a stark contrast to the more collaborative approach taken by the UKCES. 

 

The search for a Chief Executive only ended six months later when Sir Gerry Berrigan, an 

existing board member at the IfA, said “well, you know, if you want I’ll throw my hat in the 

ring’”.49 When Sir Gerry stepped down two years later, the Chief Executive role ended up 

being given to a senior civil servant – again, a far cry from a leading figure in the employment 
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and skills sector. The new Chief Executive subsequently claimed that the IfA had “a degree of 

authority… to speak on behalf of employers”.50 This came as something of a surprise to many 

employers, seeing as they were not given a choice as to whether the IfA apparently spoke on 

their behalf, nor has their blessing been sought at any point since.  

 

Employers have subsequently taken on some limited functions within the work overseen by 

the since-renamed IfATE. For example, there are 15 ‘occupational route panels’ that 

supposedly “represent the employer voice within IfATE”.51 As “experts in their industry”, 

panel members are responsible for ensuring that apprenticeship standards and T Level 

qualifications are “high quality” and meet the needs of stakeholders and the economy at 

large.52 This engagement with employers is encouraging, but handing a tiny number of 

employees from each sector the opportunity to approve occupational standards and 

assessment plans demonstrates their minimal interest in collaborating with a wider group of 

stakeholders to increase the quality of apprenticeships.   

 

In addition to the employer panels, the IfATE has a panel of apprentices who purportedly 

ensure that “the views of apprentices are represented across the work and governance of the 

Institute”.53 That said, the IfATE website makes no mention of apprentices being given any 

role in the development or approval of apprenticeship standards, nor do there appear to be 

any mechanisms through which apprentices can challenge the decisions made by employers 

about what constitutes a high-quality training programme. Consequently, as with the 

employer panels, the IfATE restricts the input from external stakeholders despite the value 

that they could add to monitoring and improving the quality of apprenticeships.  

 

Independent reviews of the work of the IfA and then the IfATE have delivered damning 

verdicts. In 2018, the Education Select Committee stated that: 

 

“Our predecessors were supportive of the creation of the [IfATE]; we have heard more 

mixed views, with some employers being privately very critical of its approach. It has had 

a difficult job: a supposedly employer-led body required to take direction from the Secretary 

of State, but at times it has appeared more successful in uniting stakeholders in opposition 

than anything else. We could do with fewer unseemly spats and vainglorious 

announcements, and more action.” 54   

 

In the same year, the House of Lords published a report into education and training routes 

for young people. It found that the performance of the IfATE since it formally began operating 

in 2017 had been deeply disappointing. The report observed that for those wanting to develop 

standards, the “most bureaucratic” system was “a source of frustration for employers and a 

huge business risk to training providers.”55 Furthermore, the limited responsibilities and 

influence of the IfATE meant it was “not clear… which body had overall responsibility for 
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apprenticeships”. Given the impact of the IfATE since its launch, the House of Lords 

recommended that it “should be abolished.”56 Although the Government’s desire to create an 

employer-led body to create apprenticeship standards had some merit, the IfATE is not 

‘employer led’ in any meaningful sense and after five years of operation its credibility among 

employers remains uncertain, to say the least. As will be explained in the following section 

and in subsequent chapters, the Government’s related wish for the IfATE to ‘ensure quality’ 

has also not been realised. 

 

 

The risks posed by weak quality assurance 

 

The Richard Review was keen on employer-led standards, yet the Review rightly highlighted 

the critical role that government must play in generating high-quality standards. During the 

National Audit Office’s (NAO) first major investigation into the apprenticeship programme 

in 2016, they recognised that while the Government “might reasonably expect the vast 

majority of employers, training providers and assessment bodies to act properly in response 

to apprenticeship reforms, a small minority may behave in unintended ways.” This included 

the possibility that employers may use the apprenticeship reforms to “artificially route other 

forms of training into Apprenticeships.”57 A later NAO investigation in 2019 found that 

predictions of employers taking advantage of this opportunity to route other training into 

‘apprenticeships’ had become a serious problem: 

 

“The apprenticeships programme now encompasses wider range of professions and types 

of training… However, these new types of apprenticeship raise questions about whether 

public money is being used to pay for training that already existed in other forms. Some 

levy-paying employers are replacing their professional development programmes – for 

example, graduate training schemes in accountancy or advanced courses in management 

– with apprenticeships. In such cases, there is a risk that the additional value of the 

apprenticeship to the economy may not be proportionate to the amount of government 

funding.” 58  

 

The NAO’s report noted that the Government “recognises that some employers use 

apprenticeships as a substitute for training and development that they would offer without 

public funding”.59 In addition, Ofsted has warned that “we have seen examples where existing 

graduate schemes are in essence being rebadged as apprenticeships [and] this might meet the 

rules of the levy policy, but it falls well short of its spirit.”60 

 

As shown in Box 2 earlier in this report, the IfATE has set out clear requirements that every 

apprenticeship standard must meet. This includes a direct link between the standard and real-

world job adverts as well as ensuring that the standard only represents a single occupation 
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and that the occupation described by the standard is widely recognised by employers. 

Regrettably, these requirements are frequently breached by employers with few (if any) 

consequences, even though the consequences for apprentices and taxpayers can be 

considerable.  

 

Perhaps the most egregious example of this failure to adhere to the rules is the Level 7 

‘Accountancy or Taxation Professional’ standard.61 It has been designed by employers to 

attract as many recruits as possible, starting with a vague suggestion that it is aimed at 

“providing financial information and advice to different organisations”.62 The standard goes 

on to claim that it cover every one of a number of high-skill roles as diverse as Management 

accountants, Tax advisers, External Auditors, Financial analysts, Forensic accountants and 

Business advisors.63 These are self-evidently different occupations that require employees to 

learn distinct skills and knowledge to perform each role correctly. Worse still, the notion of an 

‘Accountancy or Taxation Professional’ does not exist outside of the apprenticeship system 

and the authors of this report could not find a single advert across multiple job posting sites 

that refers to the existence of such a role. In other words, this apprenticeship standard should 

not exist if the IfATE had simply applied its own rules about occupations and role recognition. 

 

Far from being an idle complaint, the Level 7 ‘Accountancy or Taxation Professional’ standard 

has consumed more apprenticeship funding over the last five years than any other 

apprenticeship in England. Since 2017/18, over 34,000 ‘apprentices’ have started this £21,000 

course64 – creating a maximum spend of almost £720 million over this period. This is around 

25 per cent more than the second most expensive ‘apprenticeship’. Given the concerns around 

the questionable ‘added value’ of rebadged graduate training programmes, this situation 

should never have been allowed to develop to such an extent without being challenged. 

  

Another example of an IfATE-approved standard that fails to meet the IfATE’s own rules is 

the Level 7 ‘Senior Leader’ role. Just like the ‘Accountancy or Taxation Professional’, this 

standard opens with a nebulous claim that it is aimed at any “leader who has senior 

management responsibility”.65 Indeed, the standard claims to be suitable for Chief Operating 

Officers, Chief Financial Officers, Chief Executive Officers, senior military officers and Heads 

of Department / Faculty among others.66 Again, job adverts for generic ‘Senior Leaders’ do not 

exist, it is not a standalone occupation outside of the apprenticeship system and employers 

do not recognise it as an occupation. On all three counts, this standard should never have been 

approved.  

 

The ‘Senior Leader’ standard remains popular among employers, with around 21,000 starts 

over the last five years.67 With each start costing up to £14,000, this single standard has 

attracted almost £300 million of apprenticeship funding since 2017. This popularity is 

underpinned by the 'flexibility’ offered by such an ambiguous and open-ended standard that 
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bears no relation to any genuine occupation, which is particularly helpful for large employers 

seeking to use up their sizeable apprenticeship levy contributions as quickly as possible on 

approved ‘apprenticeships’. 

 

It is unclear why the IfATE has failed to act on these repeated (and hugely costly) breaches of 

its own rules, suffice to say that an organisation with greater credibility among the main 

stakeholders in the apprenticeship system may have been better placed to withstand pressure 

from large employers to allow such inappropriate training courses to be relabelled as an 

‘apprenticeship’. What is abundantly clear, though, is that the tension between employer-led 

standards and the government’s role in assuring quality remains unresolved. This awkward 

situation is now actively undermining the quality of tens of thousands of apprenticeships 

every year, as will become evident throughout the remainder of this report. 
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4. Low-skill roles being rebadged as ‘apprenticeships’  
 

 

The Richard Review found that many ‘apprenticeships’ at the time were low-skill roles and 

consequently were “not offering consistently challenging, deep or broad experiences for the 

apprentice.”68 Moreover, the Review noted that “some frameworks have very low numbers of 

guided learning hours, and some are not really linked to a specific job at all, for example 

customer service.”69 On a broader level, the Review highlighted the negative effects of 

“’diluting’ the [apprenticeship] brand by encompassing low skilled roles within it.”70 The 

Review was clear that apprenticeships are unsuitable for low-skill positions:  

 

“[A] core feature of an apprenticeship is that it is most meaningful for jobs which require 

substantial training and high levels of skill. Not all jobs can or should be associated with 

an apprenticeship role. That is not to say that relatively low skilled jobs do not require 

some form of training and investment in skills; most jobs will require some basic training 

and on the job learning. But, where the transition into a new role can be made relatively 

quickly, without a large investment in time and resources to deliver the skills needed to do 

the job, or where an employer would expect to provide this level of training themselves to 

all new employees, then an apprenticeship role is unlikely to be an efficient or proportionate 

way of investing in the learner.”71  

 

The Review was in no doubt that “we should focus apprenticeships on those jobs that need 

substantial investment in skills, and rely on other forms of training to support individuals in 

lower skilled jobs.”72  

 

 

Low-skill and routine jobs 

 

Many employers have used the ‘Trailblazer’ process to produce high-quality and demanding 

apprenticeship standards aimed at helping young people make the transition from school or 

college into the workplace. However, other employers appear to be using this same process 

to design standards that merely rebadge low-quality and low-skill roles as an ‘apprenticeship’ 

to gain access to the funding generated by the apprenticeship levy. As a result, despite the 

Richard Review’s assertion that apprenticeships were only appropriate for jobs that require 

substantial investment in skills and training, it is plainly apparent that low skill 

‘apprenticeships’ are just as prominent today as they were in 2012.  

 

One example of such behaviour from employers can be seen in the ‘Hospitality Team Member’ 

standard, which claims to train learners to work in bars, restaurants, cafés, conference centres 

and hotels. However, apprentices only train towards a single ‘specialist area’ during the 12-
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month course (e.g. Barista, Food and Beverage Service, Housekeeping, Reception). The desire 

for specialisation is so extreme that an apprentice on the ‘Alcoholic Beverage Service’ 

specialism must choose between training for ‘wine service’, ‘beer / cask ale’ or ‘cocktails / 

mixology’.73 In contrast, the German ‘Specialist in the Hospitality Industry’ trains people to 

work in the same types of establishments but offers a two-year training package that includes 

600 hours of training to ensure staff can work in the kitchen to prepare and deliver meals, 

serve food and advise customers, take orders from diners, work at the bar, lay tables, prepare 

buffets, complete housekeeping tasks, oversee stock control and store goods as well as 

learning about marketing, sales promotions and merchandising.74 The gap in skill levels 

required to complete England and Germany’s respective offerings could not be clearer. 

  

To further illustrate the paucity of skilled training needed to be a ‘Hospitality Team Member’, 

several examples of job adverts for this standard found on the Government’s ‘Find An 

Apprenticeship’ service75 are presented below. While the roles described in these adverts 

certainly need carrying out by an employee, they fall well short of meeting the IfATE’s 

definition of an ‘apprenticeship’ because they are not “sufficiently skilled in terms of breadth 

and depth to require employment and training or education of at least a year’s duration”.76 

Yet again, this raises awkward questions about why this standard was approved in the first 

place, let alone why it continues to exist today. 

 

The advert in Box 3 was an opportunity to join the hospitality team in an independent nursing 

home. Not only is there an absence of any skilled elements to this job, but it is also difficult to 

see how these duties could offer an apprentice the opportunity to “secure long term earnings 

potential, great security and capability to progress”77 – another formal requirement set out by 

the IfATE for all apprenticeships. 

 

Similarly, Box 4 shows a ‘Barista apprenticeship’ advert from the coffee chain Starbucks that 

offered very limited duties and responsibilities. As the Richard Review acknowledged, this 

role would still require “some basic training”, but it would obviously not require “a large 

BOX 3: Hospitality Team Member Apprentice 

Duties include:  
 

• Assisting with trolley service of drinks and snacks during the day 

• Assisting with preparing light snacks, salads  

• Heating and servicing precooked meals 

• Serving meals including preparing the dining room and setting tables, room service 

• Clearing and cleaning after food service  
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investment in time and resources to deliver the skills needed”.78 Once again, this fails to meet 

the IfATE’s definition of an apprenticeship, as it does not require training that lasts for at least 

one year – a point emphasised by the fact that Starbucks typically train their new staff in just 

two weeks.79 

 

 

The ‘Apprentice Housekeeper’ advert shown in Box 5 was from a large specialist housing and 

care provider. As with the previous examples, this is a low-skill role that contravenes the 

IfATE definition of an apprenticeship as it requires training of minimal breadth and depth, 

with ‘apprentices’ merely performing basic routine tasks.  

 

Despite the poor quality of the Hospitality Team Member standard, just over 19,000 learners 

have started training on it in the last five years80 – making it one of the most popular courses 

available to employers (who are presumably grateful for the opportunity to draw down 

apprenticeship funding for such a lacklustre short training course). 

BOX 5: Apprentice Housekeeper 

Duties include:  
 

• Responsible for the location being clean, pleasant and safe 

• Providing an effective and efficient laundry service 

• Washing, drying and ironing customers clothes and linen 

• Ensuring cleaning products are used effectively and instructions are followed 

• Ensuring health and safety procedures are followed at all times 

• Carrying out equipment checks and report concerns 

• Carrying out minor repairs and labelling of clothes 

BOX 4: Barista Apprenticeship 

Duties include:  
 

• Providing quality beverages and food products for all customers  

• Follow health, safety and sanitation guidelines for all products 

• Handle cash and other payment transactions safely and securely 

You will develop your knowledge of the industry and gain the skills that will ensure your 

customers feel well looked after and have a great experience. 
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As the Richard Review noted, low-skill roles in fields like customer service are not an 

‘apprenticeship’. It is therefore worrying that a Level 2 ‘Customer Service Practitioner’ 

standard is approved by the IfATE despite not meeting its definition of a skilled standalone 

occupation or one that requires substantial breadth and depth in the associated training. To 

illustrate the point, the duties listed on this standard are littered with general concepts such 

as delivering “high quality products and services to the customers” and demonstrating 

“excellent customer service skills”. In addition, apprentices must “understand who customers 

are”, “know the purpose of the business” and “understand how to build trust with a customer 

and why this is important.”81 In other words, this standard merely refers to skills that are 

required within many occupations. Box 6 shows a job advert for this standard, which would 

require nothing more than a few weeks of training in general office skills.  

 

The advert in Box 7 from a climbing centre leaves a similar impression, with the ‘apprentice’ 

expected to engage in activities that are entirely generic and represent low-level routine tasks 

that require minimal training. What’s more, this employer – just like many others that use this 

apprenticeship standard – is only offering the minimum apprentice wage of £4.81 an hour.  

BOX 6: Customer Service Practitioner  

You will have a varied role to help the business run smoothly:  
 

• To answer the telephone in an appropriate manner and time, take messages and 

transfer calls as necessary 

• Data entry 

• Maintain the website 

• Monitor and respond to general emails etc. 

• To undertake training as necessary for the role  

• To undertake such other duties as may be required within the general scope of the 

job 

 

BOX 7: Customer Service Apprentice 

What will the apprentice be doing? 
 

• Meeting customers 

• Booking them in for sessions 

• Taking telephone bookings 

• Making drinks and meals for customers 

• General cleaning duties 
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Indeed, multiple adverts for this standard confirm that it is used to recruit low-level staff by 

an array of businesses including at a crematorium, a solicitor, car dealerships, football clubs, 

dental clinics, bike shops, estate agents and travel agents, to name just a few.82 This shows 

beyond any reasonable doubt that this standard does not relate to a single occupation at all – 

another breach of the IfATE’s definition of an apprenticeship. To emphasise the point, many 

employers even use this standard as a substitute for hiring retail or admin staff:  
 

• CUSTOMER SERVICE APPRENTICE: “…to assist with duties such as meeting and 

greeting customers… help our customers make the most of their retail opportunities.”  

• APPRENTICE CUSTOMER AND RECRUITMENT ADMINISTRATOR: “A 

customer service orientated apprenticeship which encompasses recruitment tasks.” 

• CUSTOMER SERVICE APPRENTICE: “…you will work in the Retail outlet within the 

Pharmacy and deal with cash/card payments and provide excellent customer service.”  

• APPRENTICE ADMINISTRATOR: “We are looking for two Admin Apprentices… you 

will have the opportunity to earn a Level 2 Customer Service Practitioner qualification.”  

 

As the Customer Service Practitioner standard represents a poorly defined low-skill role that 

often attracts the apprentice minimum wage, it has become one of the most popular 

‘apprenticeships’ among employers, with around 32,000 starts over the last five years.83 

 

Both the Hospitality Team Member and Customer Service Practitioner standards should be 

uncomfortable reading for anyone who wants high-quality apprenticeships provided to all 

learners. Unfortunately, as research by EDSK has previously pointed out,84 the rebadging of 

routine low-skill roles as ‘apprenticeships’ to secure apprenticeship funding is alarmingly 

widespread. Trailblazer employers often spell out how low their ambitions are within the 

standard itself, with many standards openly acknowledging that the learner will have little 

autonomy or responsibility, no decision-making powers and is merely there to carry out basic 

support functions for other staff: 
 

• RECRUITMENT RESOURCER: “Their role is to identify, attract and shortlist candidates 

for the recruitment process to fulfil the requirements of the business brief and provide 

resourcing support to the recruitment function.”85 (the apprentice does not carry out any 

recruitment themselves – they just provide administrative support for a recruiter)  

• HOUSING AND PROPERTY MANAGEMENT ASSISTANT: “…an entry level role 

[that is] primarily responsible for the administrative work.  …The  role  involves  working  

under  supervision”86  
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• INVESTMENT OPERATIONS ADMINISTRATOR: “A fully competent employee at 

this level will be capable of performing routine, non-complex tasks in these businesses.”87  

• JUNIOR ESTATE AGENT: “This is a customer-facing role with responsibility for providing 

the administrative support… working under supervision within the wider organisation” 88  

 

For this array of standards (and others) to have been approved in the first place is 

disappointing enough; their continued existence is deeply concerning. The IfATE is 

inexplicably not withdrawing them despite their obvious and numerous breaches of the 

IfATE’s definition of what constitutes an acceptable apprenticeship standard. As ever, the 

need to protect the interests of the learners who end up on these ‘apprenticeships’ appears to 

be a minor consideration. Apprentices often accept a lower wage with the expectation that 

they will gain longer-term benefits, yet anyone who enrols on these particular 

‘apprenticeships’ is not going to receive a high-quality training programme that will improve 

their prospects.   

 

 

Similar (and often cheaper) training outside of an ‘apprenticeship’ 

 

Beyond the Richard Review, apprenticeships in England have been criticised in the past for 

“pretending, wastefully that many occupations require long periods of specialised workplace 

training when they do not.” Professor Alison Wolf – the author of two major reports on 

vocational education and apprenticeships since 2010 and a panel member for the Sainsbury 

Review of technical education in 2016 – has previously drawn attention to ‘Retail’ 

apprenticeships as an example of this practice, arguing that “the idea that most retail jobs 

require large amounts of workplace training in specific retail skills before they can be carried 

out is something to which employers’ hiring practices give an immediate lie.”89 

 

Despite this criticism, a ‘Retailer’ standard was approved for delivery in the reformed 

apprenticeship system.90 The standard states that it involves “helping customers buy products 

or services from retail organisations such as department stores, garden centres, high street 

chains, supermarkets and online and mail order businesses.”91 The standard is so limited that 

its core ‘knowledge’ include statements such as “encourage customer loyalty”, “know the 

vision, objectives and brand standards of the business” and “maintain appropriate levels of 

the right stock”.92 Such bland assertions highlight the lack of specialist or technical knowledge 

within the course as well as how little skill is required to complete it. Nonetheless, it is another 

popular standard with almost 19,500 starts since 2017/18.93  
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Box 8 shows a ‘Retailer’ apprenticeship advert. Leaving aside the obvious confusion caused 

by the considerable overlap between the content of this advert and the aforementioned 

‘Customer Service Practitioner’ standard, the duties listed for this role are all low-level basic 

skills that do not meet the IfATE’s requirements for an apprenticeship. This advert is even 

more noteworthy as it was uploaded by the retailer Savers who are part of AS Watson UK - 

one of the Trailblazer employers involved in developing this apprenticeship standard. This 

advert also raises serious questions about the employer’s commitment to the formal IfATE 

requirement for an apprentice to have at least six hours per week of off-the-job training (see 

chapter 6 for a more detailed discussion of off-the-job training). 

 

 

When looking at adverts for similar retail roles outside of apprenticeships, the expected 

duration of training is nowhere near 12 months. Aldi, a leading supermarket not involved in 

the Trailblazer group, state on their recruitment website that to be a ‘Store Assistant’ new 

recruits will receive a structured training programme that “normally lasts around 6 weeks”.94 

The use of ‘apprenticeships’ to enter roles that do not require much training has expanded 

into other corners of the labour market. An apprenticeship standard for ‘Cabin Crew’ was 

designed by a Trailblazer group that includes British Airways, easyJet and Virgin, yet these 

airlines’ own websites show that cabin crew training only takes a few weeks:  
 

• Virgin Atlantic: “[our] 4 ½ week training programme will prepare you for take off”95 

• Easyjet: “you’ll learn everything you need to know in a three-week period”96 

• British Airways: Cabin Crew New Entrant training takes “between 4 to 6 weeks”97  

 

BOX 8: Apprentice retail sales assistant  

What will the apprentice be doing? 
 

• Demonstrating exceptional customer service 

• Understanding exceptional customer service 

• Understanding the business and maintaining the brand reputation 

• Resolving customer queries 

• Using knowledge to promote products to customers 

• Highlighting promotional offers to work towards achieving sales targets 

• Supporting promotion changes and stock rotation 

Your training will take place in store, so no college days and no homework!  
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This makes the 12-month minimum duration for the Cabin Crew ‘apprenticeship’ look 

excessive and wasteful. Just like the Retailer standard, it fails to meet the IfATE requirement 

for the role to “be sufficiently skilled in terms of breadth and depth” to require 12 months of 

training.98 

 

Another example of a low-skill role that should have remained outside of the apprenticeship 

system is the new Level 2 ‘Urban Driver’ standard. The overview of the standard declares that 

apprentices will “transport goods by road to an agreed destination, quality and time”.99 Duties 

include “fuel, prepare and monitor the urban vehicle”, “correctly load and unload goods” and 

“manoeuvre the vehicle into position”.100 The standard notes that “either a category C or C1 

license is a statutory requirement and must be passed before completing the 

apprenticeship”,101 alongside a Driver Certificate of Professional Competence (Driver CPC) 

which is a legal requirement for driving lorries professionally. However, outside of an 

apprenticeship, a C1 license can be obtained in as little as two days.102 Similarly, a Driver CPC 

card can be obtained by completing initial tests with both theory and practical elements, 

followed by 35 hours of periodic training across five years to maintain the certificate’s 

validity.103 Some companies offer similar packages of training (including the required medical 

exam) over just six weeks, suggesting that a 12-month ‘apprenticeship’ is inefficient and 

unnecessary.  

 

Yet another example of the inappropriate rebadging of jobs is the Level 2 ‘Dog Groomer’ 

standard. Learners are told that they will gain “knowledge and experience of different dog 

breeds, coat type and health conditions” and “adapt to the needs of the individual dog” such 

as life stage and behaviour.104 They will also “understand canine behaviour” and “provide 

maintenance advice to the owner following the groom”.105 These skills, while valuable, can be 

developed quicker elsewhere, and at a higher level than the apprenticeship offers. External 

courses are available that cover both the Level 2 and Level 3 Diploma in Dog Grooming with 

just 30 days of in-salon training plus 150 hours of home study through online learning 

modules106 - making the trainee even more qualified than the apprentice and in less time too. 

On that basis, it is hard to justify this role being rebadged as an ‘apprenticeship’.  

 

 

Traineeships 

 

As the Richard Review noted, even though low skill roles should not be classed as an 

‘apprenticeship’, this does not mean that they should not be offered at all. It argued that:  

 

“We must recognise, going forward, that not all learners who want to do an apprenticeship 

will be ready to become an apprentice straightaway or will be attractive to a prospective 

employer – all the more so if apprentices are increasingly focussed on relatively higher 
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skilled jobs… Some learners, particularly younger ones or the long term unemployed, may 

need to learn the softer skills that will make them employable before they are ready to start 

an apprenticeship.”107  

 

To meet this need, the Review recommended that “a significant new offer should be 

introduced, developing [learner’s] employability skills, and where relevant, preparing them 

for a high skilled apprenticeship.”108 This new programme, which the Review called 

‘traineeships’ was intended to “replace existing apprenticeships where they are linked to 

lower skilled jobs.”109 

 

Although low-skill roles being rebadged as apprenticeships remains an endemic problem, the 

Government nevertheless introduced a new ‘traineeships’ programme in the academic year 

2014/15. Traineeships are available to those aged 16 to 24 (or 25 with an Education, Health and 

Care Plan (EHCP)) and can last anywhere from six weeks to a maximum of one year, although 

most last less than six months. The content of a traineeship is tailored to a learner’s needs, 

including:110   
 

• A meaningful work experience placement of at least 70 hours with a local employer 

• Work preparation training with a training provider to learn skills required in the 

workplace, build confidence and offer support with CVs and interviews 

• English, maths and digital skills support  

 

This offer is targeted towards young people who are currently unemployed, have little or no 

work experience, are motivated to work and qualified up to Level 3 (e.g. A-levels or 

equivalents such as BTECs). Traineeships are free for young people, although they do not offer 

a wage as it is a ‘skills development programme’ rather than a form of employment.111 

 

Encouragingly, traineeships appear to deliver impressive results. An official evaluation in 

2019 found that around 75 per cent of trainees had moved to a positive destination (further 

education, apprenticeship or employment) within 12 months of starting a traineeship.112 

Moreover, an earlier survey had found that 82 per cent of trainees were satisfied with their 

experience of a traineeship, 92 per cent would recommend traineeships to other people and 

83 per cent felt it had improved their chances in future job applications.113 

 

Following these positive findings, the Government has recently introduced ‘occupational 

traineeships’ that aim to support progression into a specific apprenticeship or occupation by 

aligning the content of the traineeship with the relevant occupational standard.114 Examples 

of occupational traineeships include rail engineering, adult care and bricklaying, all of which 

are linked to their respective entry-level apprenticeships. The new rail and construction 

traineeships were developed as a collaboration between providers, sector bodies, 
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intermediary organisations, employers and the DfE115 to ensure they are matched to the needs 

of the stakeholders involved in delivering them, as opposed to a generic traineeship 

programme that can lack sector-specific content. An evaluation of the early pilots of 

occupational traineeships indicated that they have a higher overall completion rate than 

traineeships as a whole and lead to higher levels of progression into employment.116  

 

Despite the positive outcomes of traineeships, the programme still suffers from a lack of 

visibility. A survey of young people in 2021 found that 66 per cent had never had traineeships 

discussed with them.117 This may explain why traineeships have struggled to gain traction 

since they were introduced (see Figure 2), although there are signs of increased uptake in the 

most recent academic year with 13,200 traineeship starts recorded between August 2021 to 

April 2022 (an increase of 2.9 per cent from the same period last year). 

 

Figure 2: The number of learners starting a traineeship in England 118  

 

 

As Figure 2 shows, prior to 2020/21 there had been a steady decline in the number of learners 

starting a traineeship, but in response to the disruption caused by COVID-19 the Government 

began offering a £1,000 bonus for employers hosting a traineeship work placement from 

September 2020 to July 2022 (up to a maximum of 10 learners).119 By the June 2022, the DfE 

had paid out 4,779 of these bonuses.120 Furthermore, in March 2021, then Chancellor of the 

Exchequer Rishi Sunak committed £111 million of new funding for traineeships to support an 

additional 40,000 traineeships in 2021/22.121 However, the DfE had to hand back £65 million 

of this funding to the Treasury, “due to several delays in running a procurement to increase 

training provider capacity to deliver the pre-apprenticeship programme”.122 

 

0

5,000

10,000

15,000

20,000

25,000

2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21

Under 19 19-24



 31 

 

This recent investment has been welcomed by training providers, although the unpaid nature 

of traineeships continues to hamper their visibility and attractiveness among potential 

recruits. Consequently, there have been calls for young trainees to be offered some form of 

financial support. Jane Hickie, the Chief Executive of the Association of Employment and 

Learning Providers (AELP), has argued that limiting access to those willing to take on an 

unpaid placement risks traineeships being a “last resort” for young people.123 Hickie argues 

that a “government-funded subsidy – perhaps similar to the apprenticeship rate” would be a 

“godsend” for trainees, as well as giving out a “strong signal” that traineeships are a viable 

route to move quickly into a job, further study or an apprenticeship.124  

 

Another option that has been put forward is that England should follow the lead taken by 

Wales, where young people on traineeships receive a weekly training allowance as part of the 

‘Jobs Growth Wales+ initiative’. This training allowance differs depending on whether young 

people are on the ‘engagement strand’ (£35 pw) or ‘advancement strand’ (£55 pw), but it does 

not affect their Universal Credit entitlement.125 If the Government wishes to see traineeships 

increase in popularity, revising their status as an unpaid skills development programme is 

therefore an obvious candidate for reform. This could, in turn, provide a new mechanism for 

tackling the worrying expansion of low-skill roles masquerading as ‘apprenticeships’. 
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5. Upskilling and deskilling 
 

 

The use of ‘apprenticeships’ to train workers for low-skill roles was not the only issue that the 

Richard Review felt was undermining the apprenticeship programme. The Review found that 

“employers themselves… recognised that some of the apprenticeships they offer are actually 

upskilling – or largely accreditation – programmes for existing workers rather than 

‘apprenticeships’”.126 While those employers argued that such training offered benefits such 

as boosting staff morale, retention and reengaging workers with learning,127 the Review was 

adamant that “increasing the skills of people within an existing job which they are already 

competent in is not an apprenticeship.”128 The Review highlighted the risks associated with 

continuing to allow such training to be labelled as an apprenticeship:  

 

“Training to improve the skills of someone who has been in their job for some time, or is 

not yet ready to commence a job, are vital in their own terms and, in certain circumstances, 

these forms of training merit the support of Government. But they require different models; 

imposing an apprenticeship model on these functions risks delivering poorer value for 

money, the wrong approach to training, and risks distracting apprenticeships from their 

core purpose.” 129 

 

To avoid these issues in future, the Review made clear that “an apprenticeship is not a 

programme for any training needed for any job”.130 Furthermore, it argued that an 

apprenticeship “should not be about upskilling or accreditation for those that already have 

the skills to do the job.”131 While it was widely agreed that upskilling is “valuable”,132 the 

Review asserted that:  

 

“…these activities are not apprenticeships and they should remain clearly distinct from 

the apprenticeship programme. This is important for ensuring efficient and effective 

application training, and for maintaining value for money and a strong and credible 

brand.”133 

 

 

Apprenticeships that aim to ‘upskill’ 

 

Despite the Richard Review’s warning about the misuse of apprenticeships for upskilling, the 

practice persists to this day. Many standards, even those aimed at senior employees and 

recruits, represent little more than a set of additional skills rather than a standalone occupation 

and are not “clearly targeted at those who are new to a job or role that requires sustained and 

substantial training.”134 
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A prominent example of this problem is the Level 3 ‘Team Leader / Supervisor’ standard. The 

standard is intended to develop skills such as “managing teams and projects to meet a private, 

public or voluntary organisation’s goals.”135 The key responsibilities include “supporting, 

managing and developing team members” and “building relationships internally and 

externally”.136 This standard is by far the most popular apprenticeship in England, with over 

87,000 starts since 2017/18 – almost 70 per cent more than any other standard. Unsurprisingly, 

it has also proved expensive, costing up to £393 million over this period.   

 

Effective management practices are beneficial within any economy and seeking to improve 

management skills is a worthwhile exercise in general. Even so, relabelling management 

training courses as ‘apprenticeships’ is very inefficient. The Team Leader / Supervisor 

standard is eligible for a maximum of £4,500 of apprenticeship funding. However, the 

Chartered Management Institute (CMI), who led the creation of the standard and deliver the 

end-point assessment, also offer a Level 3 Diploma in ‘Principles of Management and 

Leadership’. This Diploma is aimed at “practising or aspiring managers who supervise or 

manage a team” and provides “an overview of the roles and responsibilities required for 

managers” and allows them to “develop the skills required to succeed”.137 This qualification 

is available for £1,300 for a part time, 12-month course requiring learners to attend college one 

evening per week for three hours138 - a considerably cheaper way of achieving the same goal.  

 

Other management courses suffer from the same profligacy. If the CMI’s Level 7 ‘Strategic 

Management & Leadership Practice’ qualification139 is completed through the popular yet 

controversial Level 7 ‘Senior Leader’ apprenticeship discussed earlier in this report, training 

providers can draw down up to £14,000 of apprenticeship funding.140 However, if a learner 

took this qualification outside of the apprenticeship system, it costs just £4,000 and only lasts 

for around 30-36 weeks141 (less than the minimum 12-month duration of an apprenticeship). 

Similarly, the Level 5 ‘Operations or Departmental Management’ apprenticeship standard 

costs £7,000 and is the fifth most popular ‘apprenticeship’ with over 47,000 starts since 2017/18. 

Meanwhile, outside of apprenticeships, the CMI Level 5 Extended Diploma in Management 

and Leadership “for practising middle managers and leaders at operations, division, 

departmental or specialist level”142 can be completed part-time over 18 months for just 

£1,750.143 

 

If one were to add the maximum amount of funding that could have been consumed by these 

three management ‘apprenticeships’ (Team Leader / Supervisor; Operations or Departmental 

Management; Senior Leader) since 2017/18, it comes to a total of over £1 billion. Given the 

above examples of how it is possible to deliver this training in a far more cost-effective 

manner, several hundred million pounds in apprenticeship funding may have been 

squandered by putting employees on these management and leadership courses at inflated 

prices. Even if improving management skills is a government’s chosen objective, the Richard 
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Review was correct in asserting that such training should be kept outside of the 

apprenticeship system to maintain value-for-money and protect the apprenticeship brand. 

 

To understand why using apprenticeships for ‘upskilling’ is so attractive to employers even 

if it damages the apprenticeship brand, one only has to look at the financial dynamics of 

apprenticeship funding. Employers who pay the apprenticeship levy are incentivised to use 

up their own levy contributions as quickly as possible thanks to the two-year time limit on 

spending their contributions before they are handed over to the Treasury. This makes 

selecting costly management training and professional development courses aimed at existing 

staff a more effective strategy than offering cheaper lower-level apprenticeships aimed at new 

and younger recruits. Meanwhile, employers who do not pay the levy have essentially been 

given unrestricted access to 95 per cent subsidies for all these management ‘apprenticeships’, 

so it is no surprise to see them taking advantage of this opportunity as well. 

 

Because of these inappropriate financial incentives, further examples of the misuse of 

apprenticeships for ‘upskilling’ are not hard to find. For instance, some Trailblazers have 

produced a higher-level standard in addition to their entry-level standard. This has created 

several ‘upskilled’ versions of entry-level apprenticeships: 

• Housing and Property Management (Level 3 - £7,000 maximum funding) and 

Senior Housing and Property Management (Level 4 - £9,000) 

• Insurance Professional (Level 4 - £9,000) and Senior Insurance Professional (Level 6 

- £21,000) 

• Journalist (Level 5 - £13,000) and Senior Journalist (Level 7 - £14,000) 

 

Meanwhile, other Trailblazers have simply created a ‘manager’ role on top of the existing 

entry-level standards to create yet more opportunities to use up apprenticeship funding for 

upskilling their staff: 

• Children, Young People & Families Manager (Level 5 - £6,000) 

• Hospitality Manager (Level 4 – £6,000) 

• Leisure Duty Manager (Level 3 - £5,000) 

• Marketing Manager (Level 6 – £9,000) 

• Retail Manager (Level 4 - £5,000) 

 

These roles are evidently not entry-level positions and, just like the management training 

courses cited earlier, the value-for-money of these ‘apprenticeships’ is highly debatable given 

that they are seeking to provide experienced employees with additional skills rather than train 

them in entirely new occupations. 
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Recent government figures have only added to the concerns about how management training 

and professional development courses are undermining the apprenticeship brand. Over 40 

per cent of ‘apprentices’ in 2020/21 had already been with their employer for over a year before 

they started their ‘apprenticeship’,144 further demonstrating how pervasive the practice of 

drawing down levy funding for existing employees has become. A recent survey of levy-

paying employers found that 36 per cent had used their levy contributions to upskill their 

existing workforce – almost the same proportion that had used it for recruiting and training 

new staff. In addition, 22 per cent had used it on training that would have happened anyway 

and 15 per cent had used it to accredit skills that existing employees already have.145 Without 

concerted action from government on this issue, employers appear to have little interest in 

voluntarily moving away from the use of apprenticeship funding for ‘upskilling’ irrespective 

of the cost to taxpayers or future apprentices. 

 

 

Apprenticeships that aim to ‘deskill’ 

 

It is not just at senior levels that employers’ desire to create extra standards within the same 

occupation has become a major problem. Many training courses for entry-level roles that 

would presumably meet the IfATE definition of an acceptable standard have been broken into 

separate lower-level standards (e.g. one standard at Level 2 and another at Level 3) – known 

as ‘vertical differentiation’. This approach reduces the expectations on apprentices and 

diminishes the quality of their training, as it creates an artificial stopping point for apprentices 

that does not (and, in many cases, should not) exist.  

 

The Richard Review stated that this differentiation was theoretically acceptable, providing 

that the lower-level course: 

 

“…reflects a real job, and one which requires a substantial level of training, but not solely 

as a stepping stone to a Level 3. Where there is a good case for having multiple levels within 

a single occupation, it is essential that there is no duplication between these.” 146 

 

Although the Review cautioned against possible duplication between standards and weaker 

training courses at lower levels, there are several examples of vertical differentiation within 

the apprenticeship system that fall directly into this trap.  

 

A prime example is the Level 2 Customer Service Practitioner standard, discussed in chapter 

4. Not only has this report already shown how this standard should never have been approved 

due to a lack of training content and the absence of a clear occupational focus, but there is also 

a Level 3 ‘Customer Service Specialist’ standard that does a much better job of describing a 

genuine occupation requiring an extended period of training. According to this Level 3 
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standard, the main purpose of a Customer Service Specialist “is to be a ‘professional’ for direct 

customer support within all sectors and organisation types”147 – precisely the level of skill and 

autonomy that an entry-level apprenticeship should always strive to deliver. The apprentice 

would be “dealing with more complex or technical customer requests, complaints, and 

queries”, acting as “an escalation point for complicated or ongoing customer problems” and 

being “an expert in your organisation’s products and/or services” as well as needing to gather 

and analyse data and customer information that influences change and improvements in 

service.”148 This compares very favourably with the low-quality Customer Service Practitioner 

standard that only provides learners with a handful of basic skills such as meeting and 

greeting customers along with taking booking and payments. 

 

Other examples of unwarranted ‘differentiation’ have been cited elsewhere in this report. The 

Level 4 Senior Housing and Property Management standard mentioned earlier in this chapter 

comes on top of a Level 2 ‘Housing and Property Management Assistant’ standard and also a 

Level 3 ‘Housing and Property Management‘ standard. In contrast to the Level 2 version 

(which is a low-skill administrative role), the Level 3 standard “is customer facing and 

primarily responsible for the creation and sustainment of successful tenancies in the private 

and social rented housing sectors.”149 In effect, the Level 2 role is merely a support function 

for those working at Level 3 – the industry benchmark. The Level 3 standard requires 

apprentices to perform more advanced and challenging duties: 

 

“The work is varied and often includes addressing complex people related matters (for 

example supporting people to live independently) as well as property related 

responsibilities. The role incorporates a degree of lone working with minimum supervision 

whilst predominantly working within the wider organisation and team, communities and 

external partners. Housing and property management professionals are proactive in 

finding solutions to problems and identifying areas for improvement. They take individual 

responsibility for the quality and accuracy of their work and its administration.  At Level 

3 some housing and property professionals may also have supervisory responsibility for 

other people.” 150 

 

As can be seen from this description, those qualified at Level 3 can perform complicated duties 

autonomously as well as take on significant levels of responsibility – making them more 

skilled, and thus more valuable employees within the housing sector. Again, this only 

emphasises the weak nature of the deskilled Level 2 standard. 

 

The Level 2 ‘Recruitment Resourcer’ standard follows the same pattern, as this low-skill role 

mentioned in the previous chapter exists to provide ‘resourcing support to the recruitment 

function’ in an organisation instead of the apprentice learning how to carry out the 

recruitment themselves. It is only after completing the Level 3 ‘Recruitment Consultant’ 
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standard that an apprentice will eventually learn to “identify and secure job opportunities 

within client organisations [as] they attract candidates and successfully place them in those 

jobs in return for a fee.”151  

 

Allowing employers to deskill learners and lower the quality of apprenticeships – evident 

across numerous standards – is unacceptable for several reasons. First, the Level 2 versions of 

these standards are a clear breach of the IfATE’s requirements for every apprenticeship to 

represent a skilled occupation and to have sufficient depth and breadth in their training. 

Second, it is unfair – and arguably disingenuous – to attract a learner onto an ‘apprenticeship’, 

only for them to find that they never acquire the level of skill and knowledge needed to fully 

participate in their chosen industry. Third, an apprentice who is only qualified at Level 2 is 

likely to remain on a lower wage than an apprentice qualified to Level 3 – thereby hindering 

their labour market mobility and earnings potential (even though ‘securing long term 

earnings potential’ is another IfATE requirement for every apprenticeship standard). This 

wage penalty may be in the interests of employers, but it is certainly not in the interests of 

apprentices. Finally, the differentiation between standards means that employers and training 

providers can draw down two lots of apprenticeship funding for the separate Level 2 and 

Level 3 courses. This places an unnecessary strain on the finite pot of funding available for 

apprenticeships. Moreover, it undermines the value-for-money and integrity of the 

apprenticeship system – the exact opposite of what the Richard Review sought to achieve. 
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6. The importance of off-the-job training 
 

 

The Richard Review was in no doubt about the value of learners receiving off-the-job training 

during their apprenticeship:  

 

“…evidence tells us clearly that off-the-job, and off-site learning, typically delivered by a 

third-party organisation rather than the employer adds value – it gives the apprentice 

safeguarded time away from their job to ensure they can do substantial training. It can 

give them a peer group of different apprentices and a wider perspective, ensuring that 

someone else other than their employer is inputting into the training which can add to 

transferability.” 152  

 

The Review observed that apprentices “valued having a balance between off-site education to 

learn skills and on-site application to achieve and embed them”,153 alongside “sufficient work-

based time to build experience.”154 Nevertheless, it criticised the variable quality of off-the-job 

training being delivered through the apprenticeship frameworks, finding that “much of the 

time which apprentices spend ‘training’, is in fact spent with their assessor providing evidence 

of their ability to meet competency requirements.”155 

 

The Review recommended that in future, “some off-site learning typically involving a third 

party, and a minimum duration”156 should be made mandatory. It argued that this would 

“reinforce incentives to deliver the best outcomes for the apprentice” and “may help guard 

against instances of poor employer practice and protect the interests of the learner.”157 The 

Review was convinced that firm action was needed on this issue: 

 

“The Government should only support the cost of apprenticeships where the employer can 

demonstrate that they have invested in the apprentice for at least a year and that some of 

the training was done off-site. Off-site training, not just off-the-job, is important to specify 

because today, when training is on-site but off-the-job, this can often be hard to distinguish 

from normal on-the-job training and easily merges into the work and loses its value.”158 

 

The Review also noted that “too often” the requirement for off-the-job training was limited to 

“self-guided learning, and provider-led assessment, with little meaningful training away from 

the burdens of day to day work.”159 To overcome this, the Review suggested that off-the-job 

training “should require the involvement of a third party training organisation, unless the 

employer gets approved to deliver all their training themselves”.160  
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Minimum requirements for off-the-job training 

 

A year after the publication of the Richard Review, the Government released ‘The Future of 

Apprenticeships in England: Implementation Plan’. In response to the Richard Review’s emphasis 

on off-the-job training, the Government stated its aim of guaranteeing such training would be 

delivered in practice: 

 

“In future, the amount of off-the-job training mandated will be a minimum of 20% or 

equivalent, but we expect this to be genuine off-the-job training. We will therefore explore 

ways of ensuring that this happens in practice as part of our Trailblazer development 

process, so that all apprentices benefit from genuine training away from their day-to-day 

job.”161  

 

The formal requirement for 20 per cent of an apprentice’s working hours to be spent receiving 

off-the-job training was subsequently introduced in 2017 alongside the apprenticeship levy.  

Soon afterwards, training providers began to push back against this new rule. Then CEO of 

the AELP Mark Dawe called for the requirement to be “reconsidered in relation to each 

sector’s needs” rather than implementing what he argued was an “arbitrary” figure.162 

Similarly, the CEO of Remit Training argued that the requirement was “inflexible and hard to 

enforce”, and that “in most cases we don’t need to do a full job of off-the-job training in a 

classroom.”163 Some stakeholders even claimed that the requirement would make delivering 

apprenticeships  ‘economically unviable’ for colleges and other training providers.164 

 

Off-the-job training remains a statutory requirement for apprenticeships in England. The type 

of learning or training each learner is doing is expected to be documented in the apprentice’s 

‘Individualised Learner Record’ over the course of the programme. To qualify as off-the-job 

training, the Education and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA) – part of the DfE – state that the 

training must:165  
 

• Be directly relevant to an apprenticeship standard or framework; 

• Teach new knowledge, skills and behaviour;  

• Take place within the apprentice’s normal working hours 

• Take place away from the apprentice’s normal work duties (although it may take place 

at the workplace)  

 

Despite the Richard Review getting its wish on mandatory off-the-job training, the 

Government has recently changed the minimum requirement from 20 per cent of an 

apprenticeship to a baseline figure of six hours per week regardless of the hours worked by 

the apprentice. This change was made after the ESFA concluded that the 20 per cent rule 



 40 

 

meant that apprentices working longer hours were potentially being unfairly impacted, as 

their higher working hours would result in a higher off-the-job training threshold. 

Nevertheless, the ESFA emphasised that this change “must not dilute the existing requirement 

to provide the right level of training to every apprentice”.166 

 

In practice, the six hours of weekly off-the-job training can include any of the following 

according to the latest government guidance: 
 

• teaching theory (e.g. lectures, role playing, simulation exercises, online learning and 

manufacturer training);  

• practical training, shadowing, mentoring, industry visits and participation in 

competitions (where the activity has been agreed and documented as part of the 

agreed training plan); 

• learning support and time spent writing assignments.167  

 

The same guidance also sets out what off-the-job training must not include, such as time spent 

on initial assessments and onboarding activities, English and maths provision, ‘progress 

reviews’ and training outside of the apprentice’s normal working hours (unless the apprentice 

has been compensated through payment or time off in lieu).168  

 

Although these stipulations may appear comprehensive, there are numerous loopholes that 

leave apprentices exposed to poor practice and low-quality programmes. First and foremost, 

it has been left up to the training provider and employer to decide on how the apprentice’s 

time is divided between the permissible activities. For example, it is perfectly legitimate for a 

training provider to deliver large swathes on an apprenticeship through online learning 

regardless of whether an apprentice is happy with this arrangement. Some universities are 

now delivering Level 6 ‘degree apprenticeships’ entirely online through webinars, recorded 

lectures and online forums, with barely any face-to-face contact throughout the entire degree 

course. Apprentices are often unaware of this delivery model before they sign up to the course 

but are not given any choice in the matter once their training commences. According to the 

funding rules, it is also acceptable for an apprentice to use up a huge (and essentially 

unlimited) portion of their time off-the-job completing homework and other written 

assignments rather than receiving training. The extensive use of online learning and 

completing assignments as part of ‘off-the-job training’ are a direct contradiction of the 

Richard Review, which railed against the reliance on ‘self-guided learning’ under the previous 

apprenticeship frameworks.  

 

Second, there is no mention anywhere in the off-the-training rules of who is supposed to 

deliver this training. The Richard Review stated that a training provider should be required 

to provide off-the-job training, but research for this report found countless job adverts for 
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apprenticeships that illustrate how little involvement some providers have in the ‘training’. 

As shown in the quotes below, the lack of restrictions around how much time an apprentice 

is left to complete ‘self study’ exercises or written assignments is creating an environment in 

which the minimal involvement of training providers is not just tolerated but widely accepted. 

These adverts also indicate that there is little enforcement of the rules that ban providers from 

counting ‘progress reviews’ towards off-the-job training hours:169 
 

• “College contact will be once per month” 

• “A [training provider] tutor will visit you every 4-6 weeks in your workplace.” 

• “Delivered ...monthly by tutor in house, self-led study and blending learning… all within the 

workplace.” 

• “...you will have regular site visits every six to eight weeks from your designated assessor, who 

will monitor your progress throughout your apprenticeship” 

• “You will be given some of your working week ...to carry out self-supported study, compiling 

your portfolio or completing work set by your assessor” 

• “The successful candidate will receive full training provided by the employer”  

• “All the training ...will take place onsite with no college delivery.”  

• “20% paid time out for self-study with some tutor support” 

• “You will be taking part in 6 hours within the working week of off the job training which will 

take place online” 

 

Such job adverts go against the spirit and aims of the Richard Review and in some cases breach 

the DfE’s funding rules on off-the-job training, yet providers remain free to take advantage of 

the loopholes created by government. Regrettably, this further demonstrates how low a 

priority is attached within the funding rules to delivering a high-quality experience for every 

apprentice. 

 

 

How much off-the-job training is taking place? 

 

In truth, these lamentable job adverts are only the tip of the iceberg. Despite the explicit 

statutory requirement for 20 per cent off-the-job training in recent years, the Government’s 

latest survey of apprentices strongly suggests that there are still significant issues with 

compliance. One in five apprentices (19 per cent) are not even aware of the 20 per cent off-the-

job training requirement,170 even though it is supposed to be included in the apprenticeship 

agreement and subsequent training plan. This proportion rises to a third of learners (32 per 

cent) on Level 2 apprenticeships,171 and rises even higher for apprentices in the Leisure (38 per 
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cent) and Retail (35 per cent) sectors.172 This is likely to be related to the plethora of poor-

quality ‘apprenticeships’ being delivered in these industries, as described earlier in this report.  

 

The survey also collected information on the number of off-the-job training hours per week 

that apprentices were completing during their apprenticeship. As shown in Figure 3, only 46 

per cent of apprentices reported that they received compliant levels of off-the-job training 

hours. Therefore, the majority (54 per cent) were not getting the minimum levels specified in 

the ESFA’s funding rules.173 That almost one in six apprentices received zero off-the-job 

training hours is a damning indictment of the way that some employers and training 

providers are behaving. Once again, Level 2 apprentices fare even worse, with only 39 per 

cent receiving compliant levels of off-the-job training and one in five (20 per cent) receiving 

no training at all.174 These dismal figures appear to be inflated by some employers delivering 

at least part of the required off-the-job training, because 30 per cent of apprentices report that 

they do not receive any learning or training from their college or training provider during 

normal working hours.175 

 

Figure 3: Percentage of reported working hours spent on off-the-job learning 

or training 176 

 
 

What’s more, existing employees receive less off-the-job training than those who were 

recruited new to their apprenticeship (41 per cent compared to 53 per cent).177 This may be 

related to the misuse of apprenticeships for upskilling existing staff, as discussed in the 

previous chapter, with employers rebadging and relabelling these courses as an 

‘apprenticeship’ even though they are nothing of the sort. This is another clear sign that 

management training and other upskilling courses are not appropriate for inclusion within 

the apprenticeship system because they are simply breaking the funding rules in many cases.  
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Independent research has confirmed that, rather than seeing off-the-job training as a benefit 

to apprentices, many employers instead view this requirement as “an unwanted burden”.178 

The Gatsby Foundation conducted research into how training providers put together and 

deliver off-the-job training as part of high-quality apprenticeship programmes, including 

interviews with apprenticeship managers, curriculum planners, employer liaison officers, 

employers and apprentices.179 One interviewee indicated that “in some providers a form of 

administrative fabrication is taking place in order to achieve the requisite number of hours”: 

 

“I’m not convinced that us, as a company, are doing what we should be doing if I’m honest. 

I’m not so sure that everybody is getting the 20% off the job. We’re having to try and be 

inventive, not fraudulent but inventive in how we’re doing it. We’re having to literally 

try and get them to record if they do something for 10 minutes because it needs to add up… 

So in theory when you work it out it works out at about one day’s training per week…”180   

 

Particular industry sectors seem to face more difficulties than others when it comes to meeting 

the off-the-job requirement. Nursery providers must maintain minimum staff-to-children 

ratios, meaning that off-the-job training was sometimes taking place “sitting in the corner of 

a room where small children were playing.”181 Furthermore, the research also heard that 

“employers don’t want to release staff for that length of time”182 and that they “just do not 

want to buy into that”.183  This suggests that, despite the Richard Review’s emphasis on the 

importance of off-the-job training, many employers and training providers are ambivalent 

about whether the apprentice receives a high-quality experience or substantial training.  

 

The Richard Review’s call for mandatory and lengthy off-the-job training was driven by the 

desire to “help guard against instances of poor employer practice”,184 yet the evidence in this 

chapter had made it abundantly clear that poor practice remains widespread.  Perhaps the 

most telling statistic from the Government’s latest survey of apprentices is that learners 

enrolled on the new apprenticeship standards were more likely than those on previous 

apprenticeship frameworks to have not done any off-the-job training.185 This suggests that the 

last ten years of reforms have failed to stop some employers and training providers from 

ignoring their responsibilities to properly train their apprentices. 

 

 

The quality of training providers 

 

Given that off-the-job training is such an important element of an apprenticeship, it is 

paramount that the organisations providing this training are of high quality. The Richard 

Review argued that “Government has a role in promoting good quality delivery”186 and that 

this would “best be done by insisting that, though we will not mandate how they train, we 
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will determine who can train.”187 To “maximise value for learners and minimise risk of poor 

practice”,188 the Review recommended: 

 

“…the Government should develop a simple and light-touch way of approving the 

institutions, employers or people entitled to deliver apprenticeship training, and that these 

decisions should be driven by whether this organisation is delivering good quality training, 

relevant to the needs of employers in that sector.” 189  

 

The Review also noted that the system in place at the time, in which provider approval was 

under the remit of the Skills Funding Agency (SFA) – the predecessor to the ESFA – did “not 

sufficiently take qualitative measures into consideration”.190 It proposed that a different 

approach may be considered in future and suggested that, alongside their responsibility for 

inspecting training providers, Ofsted “could have a role in the approval of training 

organisations”.191 

 

Despite the Review’s recommendations, the role of approving training organisations was 

given to the SFA. This was a curious choice, given that the SFA was a funding body with no 

expertise in making judgements about the capability and capacity of prospective providers. 

Regardless, this eventually led to the creation of a ‘Register of Apprenticeship Training 

Providers’ (RoATP) that was managed by the ESFA. From the outset, the RoATP aimed “to 

open up the market and increase competition and thereby to drive up value for money and 

quality.”192 The Government emphasised that the Register should focus on applicants’ 

capability to deliver high-quality apprenticeships, to be determined by passing “a range of 

tests in the areas of financial health, due diligence, quality, capacity and capability.”193  

 

Once training providers are registered and placed on the RoATP, they are then regulated by 

Ofsted who “inspect the quality of apprenticeship training that is delivered by training 

providers to ensure it is high-quality and meets the needs of employers and apprentices”.194 

The latest Ofsted annual report, published in December 2021, noted that there were almost 

1,600 FE and skills providers delivering apprenticeships.195 Of the providers who had been 

given a judgement on their apprenticeship provision, 81 per cent were judged ‘good’ or 

‘outstanding’ at their most recent full inspection, or were judged to be making at least 

‘reasonable progress’ at their New Provider Monitoring Visit (NPMV) – the brief interim 

inspections of providers who have just started to receive funding.196  

 

Despite this broadly positive picture, 24 per cent of new providers who received an NPMV 

were judged to have made ‘insufficient progress’ in at least one of four themes.197 Moreover, 

15 per cent of providers who received a Progress Monitoring Visit (PMV) – an interim 

inspection for new providers and those previously judged as ‘requires improvement’ or 

‘inadequate’ – were found to be making ‘insufficient’ progress.198 These figures suggest that 
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hundreds of training providers are failing to deliver high-quality apprenticeships. It is 

therefore no surprise to see regular media coverage of what Ofsted inspectors have found 

when they uncover substandard provision: 
 

• Inspectors found that “too many” apprentices at ‘Waltham International College’ 

(WIC) had not heard of the provider and a “high proportion” said they ”had not 

studied a course at the college”199; 

• Apprentices at England’s biggest apprenticeship provider, ‘Lifetime Training’, were 

found “too often” spending their own time completing their off-the-job training 

assignments at home outside of work hours200 (a clear breach of the funding rules); 

• ‘Next Level Impact’ was criticised for not working “effectively” with employers to 

plan off-the-job training, with most apprentices having “struggled to complete their 

self-study off-the-job training hours”201;  

• At ‘ARC Academy UK Limited’, most apprentices were found to “not receive regular 

visits or feedback on their progress from assessors”, alongside trainers lacking 

“sufficient expertise in teaching”202; 

• At Manchester University NHS Foundation Trust, none of the areas for improvement 

previously identified had been fully resolved and “leaders continued to recruit large 

numbers of apprentices, even though they knew they would be unable to meet all the 

requirements of an apprenticeship”203;  

• At ‘The Opportunity Group’, “in too many cases” apprentices “do not receive 

sufficient time to complete their apprenticeship” in working hours and do not attend 

off-the-job training.204   

 

Given the numerous instances of poor-quality provision identified by Ofsted, it is reasonable 

to question whether there is sufficient oversight of new and existing apprenticeship providers. 

Visiting new providers is a sensible step, yet this can occur up to 24 months after the ESFA 

had added a training provider onto the RoATP. Although these visits to new providers 

“determine the timing of the first full Ofsted inspection and, where necessary, any 

intervention action taken by the ESFA”,205 it means that no-one physically visits a new 

apprenticeship provider for up to two years because the ESFA process for joining the RoATP 

is purely administrative. The ESFA does not conduct on-site checks to verify the information 

on ‘financial health, due diligence, quality, capacity and capability’.  

 

Moreover, after a training provider is placed on the RoATP, the provider is free to deliver 

whichever apprenticeship standards it chooses even though the skills, expertise and staffing 

required to deliver an apprenticeship will vary enormously depending on the level, sector 

and duration of the training. The ESFA previously noted that providers should “ensure 
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teaching staff are appropriately qualified with the necessary contemporary industry 

knowledge for the standard(s) being offered”.206 Even so, they did little to enforce this beyond 

asking some related questions on the RoATP application form and offering voluntary 

‘development programmes’ for a training provider’s staff. 

 

In 2018, the Education Select Committee in Parliament highlighted the flaws in the ESFA’s 

operation of the RoATP. They observed that “the existence of a register which currently offers 

little guarantee of quality only serves to confuse and alienate some businesses” who want to 

recruit apprentices.207 The Committee also complained about the absence of a cap on the 

amount of training a new provider can offer before they have ‘proved their competence’, and 

proposed that such a cap should be instigated “until a new provider has received at least a 

monitoring visit from Ofsted and been found to be making sufficient progress.”208  

 

More broadly, the Committee was dismayed by the sheer volume of training providers that 

had been allowed onto the RoATP, adding that “it is absurd to create a system so bloated that 

it cannot be properly regulated.”209 Their solution was for all new apprenticeship training 

providers to receive at least a monitoring visit from Ofsted within a year of being added onto 

the RoATP by the ESFA. The Committee recognised that “this would limit the number of 

providers, and the choice available to employers, as Ofsted will only be able to undertake a 

limited number of visits each year, but we do not think that is necessarily a bad thing.”210 

Regrettably, the ESFA and the DfE largely ignored these suggested quality controls, meaning 

that some poor-quality providers will still only be identified months, if not years, after they 

begin recruiting large numbers of apprentices. 

 

The limited checks on new providers extends beyond their initial registration on the RoATP 

and subsequent monitoring visit. Following the NPMVs, the first full Ofsted inspection of a 

new training provider – which lasts from two to five days – is then “scheduled within 24 

months of the first monitoring visit”.211 Providers receiving an ‘inadequate’ grade for overall 

effectiveness after a full inspection are removed from the RoATP, but these additional (and 

potentially) lengthy delays in the quality assurance process for new providers do not inspire 

confidence. This is not a criticism of Ofsted, but rather another indication that there is 

apparently little desire within government to ensure that apprenticeship provision is of a 

consistently high standard and that new providers have the capacity and capability to deliver 

high-quality apprenticeships.  

 

Leaving aside the lack of oversight for new and prospective apprenticeship providers, existing 

providers judged as ‘good’ at their previous inspection may have a five-year wait until their 

next visit from Ofsted. Even a provider judged as ‘requires improvement’ will wait 12 to 30 

months for a full re-inspection (albeit with a monitoring visit in the meantime), while 

providers judged as ‘inadequate’ are re-inspected within 15 months of their last full inspection 
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report and receive monitoring visits as well.212 Some of these gaps between inspections 

presumably reflect resource constraints within Ofsted, with only £20 million available for 

conducting ‘Further education and skills’ inspections last year (which includes other forms of 

education and training alongside apprenticeships).213 That said, Ofsted’s budget is set by the 

DfE so the frequency and scale of inspections for new and existing provision is essentially 

determined by government. It is therefore ultimately up to ministers to decide if they wish to 

see greater progress in monitoring and improving the quality of apprenticeship providers. 

 

Unsurprisingly, this minimal focus on quality assurance has led to several embarrassing 

incidents for the Government. The fastest growing apprenticeship provider in England was 

recently placed under investigation by the ESFA after it recruited more than 1,100 apprentices 

within eight months of joining the RoATP in March 2020.214 The provider was originally 

incorporated as a small “freight company” in 2014 and had no training delivery history, yet 

this did not stop the ESFA from accepting it onto the RoATP.  

 

To avoid similar episodes in future, the DfE announced last year that it would undertake a 

“full refresh” of the RoATP and would adopt “more stringent entry criteria for both new and 

existing providers, to better determine whether providers have the capability and capacity to 

be able to deliver these higher-quality apprenticeships”.215 What’s more, the RoATP has been 

closed to new applicants since April 2020 and existing providers were told that they would 

have to reapply to remain registered.216 Responsibility for overseeing the RoATP has also 

recently moved from the ESFA back to the DfE central team. Despite these well-meaning 

changes, it is hard to have confidence in the Government’s ability to identify weaker providers 

and prevent them from joining (and remaining on) the RoATP given that the Register has been 

‘refreshed’ before to apparently little effect. 
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7. The role of employers 
 

 

The previous chapter described why and how off-the-job training – largely delivered by 

external training providers – is a crucial component of any high-quality apprenticeship. 

Alongside this, on-the-job training – typically delivered by employers – is just as important, 

especially as most of an apprentice’s time is spent in the workplace. The Richard Review heard 

from apprentices that on-the-job training improved their apprenticeship experience because 

they valued a “balance between off-site education to learn skills, and on-site application to 

achieve and embed them” and it is “important to have sufficient work-based time to build 

experience.” Apprentices also valued “having someone to mentor them through their 

experience”.217  

 

In addition, the Review emphasised the importance of ensuring that there was a “clear and 

common understanding of what is expected” from the apprentice and the employer from the 

outset.218 It called for employers and apprentices to “come together at the beginning of the 

apprenticeship and sign an agreement”, which should “spell out the training that will be 

delivered, by who and where, and the time off work allowed for this.”219 The Review 

acknowledged that in some cases this was already taking place, but emphasised that “going 

forward, it needs to be a routine part of the approach”.220 The Review recognised that this 

“might be best facilitated at sector level by employer-led bodies – such as trade associations 

or industrial partnerships – or at local level.”221 

 

Furthermore, the Review suggested that better quality training should increase demand for 

apprenticeships in future because “learners will be more attracted if they consistently believe 

that they are receiving a worthwhile experience that leads to meaningful jobs and job 

opportunities.”222 Emphasising the role that employers must play in delivering high-quality 

training, the Review observed that: 

 

“…good quality training depends not just on robust standards, empowered employers and 

robust learners; it also depends on investing in the capacity of good quality trainers and 

training organisations, whether they are in colleges or training organisations or within 

employers themselves.” 223  

 

 

The ‘information gap’ facing apprentices 

 

Potential applicants need to have access to extensive information about any education or 

training programme that they are considering, be it an academic or technical course. This is 

already the case for A-levels and university degrees, as applicants can access detailed 
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information about individual topics and modules and what will be studied within them. 

Providing such information assists candidates in making an informed decision about which 

programme to pursue and also helps to avoid possible mismatches between candidates and 

courses. 

 

It is therefore both concerning and regrettable that many apprentices receive limited 

information, if any, about their training programme before signing up to an apprenticeship. 

Recent research from the Learning and Work Institute (L&WI) found that “almost all 

interview participants had minimal understanding of what the apprenticeship would entail” 

before starting their training programme.224 Apprentices who were informed about the 

opportunity by their employer tended to have even less of an understanding of what training 

would be provided during their apprenticeship. The information that was provided in 

advance tended to involve “the quantity and frequency of assessments or the number of days 

spent with the employer and training provider” but there was often “a lack of detail about the 

training content”.225  

 

There have been some attempts to close this ‘information gap’ facing many apprentices. Once 

a learner has signed up to an apprenticeship, an ‘apprenticeship agreement’ is signed by the 

apprentice and the employer at the outset – as proposed by the Richard Review. This 

agreement outlines the standard being embarked on, the dates during which the 

apprenticeship is expected to take place and the amount of off-the-job training that the 

apprentice will receive.226 A ‘training plan’ is also required, which is supposed to describe the 

training (including the volume of off-the-job training) that will be delivered and how the 

apprentice, employer and provider will support the achievement of the apprenticeship. This 

includes a brief description (2-3 sentences) of the frequency and mode of delivery of the 

training, alongside the planned content / units of delivery among other details.227  

 

The apprenticeship agreement and training plan should theoretically give apprentices a better 

sense of what their training will entail, but there are major limitations with this approach. First 

and foremost, apprenticeships do not come with a ‘curriculum’ that states in detail what an 

apprentice will learn during their programme. As noted earlier in this report, training 

curricula are an essential part of apprenticeships in other countries. In Germany, the content 

of every apprenticeship is set out in a ‘framework curriculum’ to “guarantee a uniform 

national standard”.228 The curriculum includes a list of modules, the objectives for each 

module, the module content and the suggested time allocation for every module in every year 

of the training programme. Not only is this used for careers advice and guidance in schools, 

but it also clarifies what employers and training providers must deliver over the course of the 

apprenticeship.  
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Because there is no curriculum attached to apprenticeship standards in England, an 

apprentice has no point of reference for what training they should be receiving or what topics 

their apprenticeship should cover. Furthermore, the training plan only offers a summary of 

what is expected to take place during the apprenticeship. The Government’s own template 

version of a training plan merely notes that the training provider should “agree with [the] 

employer and apprentice the level of detail required (e.g. modules, topics, weeks).”229 As a 

result, there is no consistency for apprentices in terms of what information they will be given 

about their training programme and it is perfectly acceptable for a training plan to just state 

the title of a unit or module without any information about its content or subject matter. 

What’s more, the level of accountability attached to these training plans is limited because, in 

the absence of a proper curriculum, there is no national standard against which to hold 

employers to account for what they deliver (or do not deliver). 

 

Perhaps the greatest risk posed by the absence of training curricula is that ‘firm specific’ 

training may begin to seep into an apprenticeship, thereby undermining the national 

standards demanded in true occupations that apply across the country. The Richard Review 

was in no doubt about the need to prevent this from happening:  

 

“…training that is firm specific – for example training to understand internal systems or 

processes - should be fully funded by the employer. Such activities do not, in general, add 

to the individual’s marketability in the labour market, and are largely not reflected in 

higher wages – the employer is the main beneficiary in terms of enhanced productivity.”230 

 

When the loose requirements around apprenticeship agreements and training plans are 

combined with the poor-quality standards displayed in earlier chapters, there is a very real 

prospect of employers using ‘apprenticeships’ to simply train staff to work in their own 

workplaces and establishments rather than training them up to an agreed national standard. 

In addition to being a waste of apprenticeship funding, firm-specific training could also leave 

apprentices without the skills and knowledge they need to participate fully in their chosen 

occupation as a skilled and valuable employee and subsequently progress in the labour 

market. However, without a training curriculum in place for each apprenticeship that shows 

apprentices exactly what they should be learning, there is little that can be done to prevent 

such undesirable practices. 

 

To illustrate why the minimal overall quality requirements placed on employers is such a 

problem, the Government’s latest survey of apprentices shows that one-in-five (19 per cent) 

are not receiving any on-the-job training from their employers during normal working 

hours.231 In terms of which apprentices did not receive training as part of their normal day-to-

day work duties, those on Level 2 apprenticeships (26 per cent) and those enrolled in ‘Leisure’ 
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apprenticeships (31 per cent) fared worst232 – very much in line with the low-quality standards 

described earlier in this report, particularly in the hospitality sector.  

 

Furthermore, around one in twenty learners (6 per cent) are unaware that they are even on an 

apprenticeship and a further 3 per cent are ‘unsure’.233 Awareness levels are even lower among 

apprentices who were working for an employer before starting their apprenticeship (86 per 

cent).234 Moreover, one in ten (9 per cent) apprentices reported that the main reason they 

started their apprenticeship was because their “employer said they had to”, rising to 22 per 

cent of Level 6+ (non-degree) apprentices.235 The L&WI research cited above found two 

instances in which apprenticeships were “compulsory, since the apprenticeship came with the 

job role”.236 One apprentice was told they had to enrol on an apprenticeship to continue with 

the job role they applied for, while another applied for a ‘team leadership’ role within a 

company and “didn’t expect the apprenticeship to be attached.”237 Such instances, plus the 

lower levels of awareness among some existing employees that they are on an 

‘apprenticeship’, raise further questions about whether employers and training providers 

offering management training and other ‘upskilling’ courses to current employees are 

complying with the funding rules. 

 

Evidently there is still a long way to go to meet the Richard Review’s requirement that every 

apprentice and employer has a ‘clear and common understanding’ of what is expected of 

them. Too many apprentices remain unaware of the training that are supposed to receive, to 

the extent that some are oblivious to the fact that they are even on an apprenticeship. This lack 

of clarity around the training content of apprenticeships leaves current and future learners at 

risk of receiving a poor-quality experience because they are left in the dark about what they 

are supposed to learn – something that would never be tolerated for academic courses and 

qualifications such as university degrees or A-levels. The IfATE has previously offered 

employers the opportunity to develop a ‘specimen training plan’,238 but the lack of demand 

for such initiatives is indicative of the lack of interest among many employers in guaranteeing 

that apprentices receive a high-quality programme. 

  

 

The quality of on-the-job training 

 

Needless to say, there are many examples of good practice taking place within employers. A 

small-scale research study by the Gatsby Foundation looked at the extent, content and nature 

of on-the-job training received by Level 2 and 3 apprentices across Engineering and 

Construction, Retail, Social Care and Digital sectors. Among the Engineering, Construction 

and IT employers interviewed, high quality on-the-job training was indeed being provided. 

For example, the on and off-the-job training offered by construction employers was usually 
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closely aligned, allowing the apprentice to apply the knowledge they gained off-the-job in the 

workplace. Many employers developed their own in-house training plans:  

 

“…what we try to do is base what they are doing [on site] around what they are doing on 

their day release at college. If they are looking at brickwork for example, I will make sure 

that [the apprentice] is helping on the brickwork package…” 239 

 

The study found that the main elements of on-the-job training were mentoring and 

shadowing, which involved the apprentice working alongside a trainer or senior worker, 

observing or assisting them. Mentoring was seen as “crucial in ensuring apprentices became 

fully proficient in a wide range of skills”.240 The “gradual transition from novice to expert”241 

was deemed essential, with employers stressing that it was vital apprentices reached a certain 

level of knowledge and skills before being expected to work independently. One Engineering 

technician/trainer told the interviewers:  

 

“I think they need to get themselves to a certain level before they can be let loose to work 

on stuff on their own […] I do a lot of engine rebuilds, diagnostic work and servicing as 

well […] so if I give something to [the apprentice] I need to be 100% sure that he’s capable 

so I haven’t got to go back to it and rectify issues.” 242 

 

What’s more, apprentices in these workplaces were not expected to be fully productive during 

their apprenticeship. Employers saw the training they provided as a vital investment, with 

one manager from an Engineering firm stating that they would “maybe” look at an 

apprentices’ productivity and efficiency in the “latter part of the second year” but that it 

would only be for the employer’s own benefit to check the apprentices’ progression.243 

 

Despite such examples of effective on-the-job training in some sectors, the evidence suggests 

this is far from universal. Apprentices on social care and retail apprenticeships were seen as 

“first and foremost fully productive workers rather than learners.”244 Consequently, 

employers saw their responsibility mainly in terms of line-managing apprentices, such as 

ensuring they were given sufficient time to work on their apprenticeship and acting as a point 

of contact.245 When asked whether they had a training plan in place, a store manager of a 

national retailer appeared to believe that this was exclusively the responsibility of training 

providers, stating “that’s set by the trainers really”.246 

 

It also became apparent that apprentices in retail and social care were expected to take 

responsibility for seeking out their own learning opportunities, rather than shadowing or 

being mentored. The interviewers were told by a Learning and Development Manager at a 

regional retailer that there was an emphasis on “empowering apprentices to understand that 

the apprenticeship was very much a self-driven thing”.247 Even so, the study found that there 
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was generally a lack of time for apprentices to seek opportunities for on-the-job learning 

because of the pressures of day-to-day work.248  What’s more, in the social care sector it was 

not always seen as inappropriate for such training to occur. Representatives from both social 

care employers involved in the study explained that it was “not acceptable practice” to train 

staff in the presence of vulnerable service users:  

 

“…it’s not very dignified for the person […] you can’t do that because for them to be able 

to do the job well they need to have the training [before they start working]. And it’s not 

suitable to do the training and work at the same time, you just can’t.” 249 

 

Rather than being seen as a learning experience, viewing apprenticeships as a means of 

assessing existing skills was common across the social care sector. A home care provider 

apprentice mentioned that on home visits, the trainer was “always like assessing us as well 

when she’s working with us, observing us […] so there’s that advice there for afterwards for 

the next time rather than on the spot”.250 Most apprentices in the large residential care provider 

that took part in the study were existing staff who had been with the employer for a while, 

and were therefore expected to work independently. Similarly, new recruits with prior 

experience as care workers were not deemed to require any training but simply needed their 

existing skills assessed.251  

 

This research study went on to reach a startling conclusion: 

 

“Our research suggests that there are a group of employers who are only minimally 

invested in apprenticeships. In the worst cases, there is a sense that an apprenticeship 

provides the employer with a continuous stream of cheap labour. On-the-job training goes 

little further than basic induction. …not all employers can or should be offering 

apprenticeships” 252 

 

Even those employers who were at least partially engaged with on-the-job training “did not 

appreciate the full training potential of apprenticeship, or how critical their own role is in 

making the apprenticeship high quality.”253 

 

It would be wrong to assume that these sectoral case studies are isolated incidents. The 

Government’s latest survey of apprentices found that nearly one in five (19 per cent) rated the 

support from their employer as 5/10 or less.254 Construction apprentices were the most 

satisfied with their employer support, and Retail apprentices the least.255 Similarly, 23 per cent 

of apprentices rate the balance between time learning and time working as 5/10 or less.256  Once 

again, Construction apprentices were the most satisfied with their balance between learning 

and working along with Engineering apprentices, while Retail and Health apprentices were 

the least satisfied.257 
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Worryingly, the quality of work experience and support offered by an employer contributes 

to whether an apprentice withdraws from their apprenticeship. The L&WI found that 

interviewees who had already withdrawn felt that their work experience and support from 

their employer were of poor quality. Similarly, those who withdrew from their apprenticeship 

“typically perceived their employers as prioritising their employee role over their 

apprenticeship requirements”,258 and felt that employers were “inexperienced with 

apprentices”259 or did not offer them with sufficient opportunities to develop their skills. 

 

 

An international perspective on quality assurance 

 

On-the-job training from employers must always be of a high standard to ensure that 

apprentices receive a high-quality experience. It is therefore concerning that, while training 

providers are subject to inspections from Ofsted, the on-the-job training that an apprentice 

may receive from their employer is not subject to any formal quality assurance aside from the 

training provider monitoring the apprentice’s progress.260 The lack of monitoring associated 

with on-the-job training makes England an international outlier. A recent review of 

apprenticeships in England by the OECD highlighted this issue:  

 

“England is unusual, both relative to other countries, and relative to the historical 

tradition of apprenticeship, in imposing very few training obligations on employers that 

take apprentices. This leaves the traditional heart of apprenticeship – training provided in 

the workplace by an employer – in a marginal position, as it is not subject to regulatory 

standards. While employers commonly (although certainly not invariably) do train their 

apprentices, formally and informally, much of this takes place outside of the regulated 

structure of the apprenticeship system.” 261 

 

The OECD noted that the role of providing work-based learning is taken seriously in many 

countries across Europe and beyond, to the point where there are often strict requirements on 

any employers who wish to take on an apprentice:262 
 

• In Germany, employers offering apprenticeship are described as ‘training employers’ 

as they must meet a set of training requirements before taking on an apprentice.  

• Employers in Norway offering apprenticeships must be approved as ‘training 

organisations’ before they can recruit apprentices. 

• In Switzerland, there are requirements in terms of the qualifications and training of 

apprentices’ instructors in the employer, as well as regulations around how and where 

specific skills should be developed. In addition, companies have access to a checklist 

of 28 quality criteria used to self-assess the quality of in-company training and identify 

areas for improvement (known as the ‘QualiCarte’). 
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• Any company offering apprenticeships in the Netherlands must be ‘accredited’. 

Accreditation criteria includes supervisors being appropriately trained and qualified 

and the company collaborating with the school providing off-the-job education and 

training. 

• In Canada, employers are required to identify a certified journeyperson to supervise 

an apprentice during their training. 

 

In addition to the checks on employers who wish to take on apprentices, other countries have 

also placed requirements on the managers who support apprentices in the workplace. These 

managers are often trained specifically to work with apprentices, and such training is typically 

mandatory:263 
 

• In Germany, those who supervise apprentices and do not have an advanced vocational 

education and training qualification must first pass a ‘trainer aptitude’ exam. To 

prepare for the exam, candidates typically attend ‘Training for trainer’ courses, 

provided by the Chambers of Commerce and normally lasting 115 hours. In the exam 

candidates demonstrate their ability to assess educational needs, plan and prepare 

training, assist in the recruitment of apprentices, deliver training and prepare 

apprentices to complete their training. 

• In Switzerland, apprentice supervisors are required to complete a targeted training 

programme in addition to having a vocational qualification and at least two years of 

relevant work experience. Courses are offered in two formats, leading to different 

qualifications (a 40-hour course or a 100-hour course). The training covers information 

about the Swiss vocational education and training system, vocational pedagogy and 

how to potential problems young people may face (e.g. drugs, alcohol).  

• In Norway, optional training is offered to employees involved in supervising 

apprentices. Typically, the training last for two full days (or four half days) per year. 

Participants learn how to cover the curriculum, complete evaluation procedures and 

administrative forms, prepare training plans for apprentices and subsequently deliver 

the training plan. 

 

These requirements are not idle regulations. On the contrary, evidence from Germany showed 

that the temporary suspension of compulsory training for apprentice supervisors was 

associated with higher rates of apprentices dropping out as well as more complaints from 

companies about apprentices’ performance. As a result, mandatory training for supervisors 

was reintroduced in 2009 after six years of being suspended.264  

 

The importance of work-based learning within apprenticeships in England has been a glaring 

omission in the policy landscape since the Richard Review was published a decade ago. While 
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some employers clearly do provide work-based learning, these are “possibilities rather than 

obligations on employers”.265 Aside from apprenticeships having to be offered in ‘genuine 

jobs’ (which, as this report has shown, has proved to be an inadequate safeguard), there are 

effectively no regulations on employers in relation to the training that they deliver unless they 

are employer-providers or subcontractors.266 The OECD argued that the absence of 

regulations seeking to monitor and improve on-the-job training meant there was “a real risk 

a significant proportion of apprenticeships will involve the exploitation of apprentices as 

unskilled labour.”267  

 

Having regulations and standards for training apprentices in the workplace would, at the very 

least, provide some reassurance to apprentices that their willingness to work for low wages is 

worthwhile because they will “have an opportunity to develop a wide range of skills”268 As 

the Richard Review argued, high-quality training from employers would also help to attract 

more learners to apprenticeships if they believe that they will receive a meaningful experience 

that leads to meaningful job opportunities in future. Regrettably, at present, thousands of 

apprentices are clearly receiving a poor-quality experience that could end up deterring more 

learners than it attracts.  
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8. Recommendations 
 

 

The introduction to this report set out the aims and objectives of the Richard Review in 

relation to the quality of apprenticeships in England. As the evidence presented throughout 

the report has shown, the reforms enacted since 2012 have failed to deliver many of the 

Review’s objectives, and in some cases may have made the situation even worse. This 

disappointing outcome has been reached because three fundamental weaknesses in the 

apprenticeship system have still not been addressed ten years after the Review’s publication: 

 

1. The downsides of ‘employer led’ apprenticeships 

The singular focus on promoting an employer-led apprenticeship system over the last 

decade has given employers the opportunity to determine the content and size of every 

apprenticeship. However, this has occurred in the absence of sufficient checks and 

balances to prevent employers prioritising their own narrow interests over the need to 

build rigorous and substantial training programmes. Worse still, the unwarranted 

flexibility afforded to employers in how they define an ‘apprenticeship’ is in direct 

opposition to the goals of the Richard Review. The failure of the IfATE to subsequently 

enforce their own definition of an ‘apprenticeship’ has compounded these problems, with 

some employers continuing to rebrand low-skill roles as apprenticeships as well as 

generating fictitious job titles to access apprenticeship funding. As a result, employers 

have been allowed to produce an array of standards at both lower and higher levels that 

do not meet the IfATE’s criteria for being recognised as an ‘apprenticeship’, yet they have 

nevertheless been approved and reapproved on numerous occasions. 

 

2. Failing to prioritise the needs of apprentices 

The importance of ensuring that every apprentice receives a high-quality training 

programme has been given too little consideration over the last decade. Even before a 

prospective apprentice starts their programme, the lack of detailed information about the 

training that they should receive during the apprenticeship limits their ability to make a 

fully informed decision before signing up – creating an unnecessary ‘information gap’. In 

addition, the absence of details about the training content of an apprenticeship raises the 

prospect of either the employer or training provider (or both) not delivering the skills and 

knowledge required by learners to succeed in their chosen occupation, and there is little 

an apprentice can do to hold them to account in such instances. Unfortunately, many 

employers and training providers are simply not fulfilling their duties to deliver sufficient 

high-quality on- and off-the-job training (some do not provide any training at all). As a 

result, tens of thousands of apprentices every year are still not receiving challenging, deep 

or broad experiences during their programme.  
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3. Inadequate oversight and quality assurance  

The division of quality assurance duties across several organisations has created a 

confusing landscape. The ESFA - a funding body with no expertise in training provision 

or on-site inspections – was given responsibility for determining which providers are 

approved to deliver apprenticeships, yet the ESFA’s processes for assessing providers 

were repeatedly found wanting. Ofsted can inspect the delivery of training by providers, 

but a lack of funding from central government means there can be significant delays in 

inspectors visiting both new and existing providers. Unlike in other countries, there is also 

no mechanism for checking whether employers can provide a high-quality training 

programme before they start recruiting apprentices. In addition, there is minimal support 

available to employers to help them improve an apprentice’s training and overall 

experience. More broadly, due to their excessive focus on listening to employers, the IfATE 

has not done enough to involve other stakeholders who could support the drive for better 

quality apprenticeships, particularly apprentices and social partners. 

 

Any of the issues listed above would represent a problem in their own right. When combined, 

these issues leave little doubt that monitoring and improving the quality of apprenticeships 

has not been taken seriously by politicians and policymakers since the Richard Review was 

published (and potentially even before then). It is particularly disheartening that the best 

interests of apprentices have become such a low priority, even when the dropout rate has 

reached almost 50 per cent. The following recommendations aim to address the weaknesses 

in the apprenticeship system described above, with the aim of making sure that every current 

and future apprentice can access the high-quality training that they need and deserve. 

 

 

Creating a better experience for apprentices 

 

RECOMMENDATION 1 

The Government should publicly restate its commitment to the Richard Review’s definition 
of what constitutes a high-quality apprenticeship that benefits learners as well as 
employers. Any ‘apprenticeship’ that does not meet this definition should be immediately 
banned from accepting new apprenticeship starts and fully withdrawn by 2024.  

 

To achieve the Richard Review’s goal of a world-class apprenticeship system in England, the 

most obvious starting point is the principles set out by the Review itself ten years ago. As 

described throughout the analysis in this report, the Review left little room for doubt about 

its diagnosis of the previous problems with the quality of apprenticeships. In almost every 

case, it also described concisely what needed to be done to resolve these problems in a way 

that put the needs of apprentices alongside those of employers, government and society more 

broadly. The Review carefully laid out the types of training which were clearly identifiable as 

genuine apprenticeships based on their core features. Conversely, those training courses that 
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did not represent genuine apprenticeships were highlighted and swiftly dismissed as being 

inappropriate for inclusion within the future apprenticeship system.  

 

It is therefore immensely frustrating that a decade later, the diagnosis of the problem remains 

just as valid. Low-skill low-wage roles are still being passed off as ‘apprenticeships’ so that 

employers and training providers can access the available funding for apprenticeships, as are 

training courses aimed at giving existing employees an additional set of skills. Despite the 

enormous value that genuine off-the-job and on-the-job training can add to an apprentice’s 

experience, some employers and training providers remain entirely disinterested in providing 

these crucial elements of an apprenticeship and in some cases openly flout the Government’s 

rules on this matter. Meanwhile, the Government seems unconcerned by the sheer scale of 

employers and providers offering substandard training to their apprentices. 

 

The first step in fixing a policy problem is admitting that you have one. Thus, the first 

recommendation made by this report is for the Government to publicly state that it will adhere 

to the principles and objectives in the Richard Review in relation to the quality of 

apprenticeships in England, which means putting the interests of apprentices alongside the 

interests of employers at all times. Any ‘apprenticeship’ that fails to meet the various quality 

benchmarks set by the Review should have an immediate ban placed on new recruits, and if 

those same ‘apprenticeships’ are not redesigned to meet the Review’s quality benchmarks 

within the next two years then they should be abolished entirely. 

 

 

RECOMMENDATION 2 

To create a common and transparent understanding of the training programme that 
apprentices will receive, employers should be required to produce a ‘training curriculum’ 
for each apprenticeship standard from 2024 onwards. The curriculum (designed in 
collaboration with Awarding Organisations and training providers) will set out a complete 
list of the content, tasks and activities that will be delivered to learners over the course of 
their apprenticeship. 

 

The experiences of apprentices working towards the same apprenticeship standard can vary 

enormously depending on the approach that individual providers and employers wish to take 

for each learner. This opacity over the training programme contributes to the ‘information 

gap’ that learners face when applying for apprenticeships and creates inconsistency in terms 

of what apprentices are learning. Furthermore, by allowing employers and training providers 

to produce their own content for each apprenticeship, it is much harder for apprentices, 

government ministers and external inspectors to hold them to account for the quality of their 

delivery because there is no formal record anywhere of exactly what the apprentice needs to 

be taught during their programme.  
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As the Richard Review emphasised, if the aim is to create a system that consistently delivers 

high-quality training, there must be a clear and common understanding of what is expected 

from the employer and provider from the outset – as is the norm in many other countries. This 

report recommends that once an apprenticeship standard has been approved (or is due for 

review in the case of existing standards), Trailblazer employers should be required to produce 

a detailed, logical and coherent training curriculum for each standard. Each curriculum 

should include the following information:  
 

• Module titles: a list of modules that must be taught during the apprenticeship; 

• Training content: the content within each module that the apprentices will need to 

cover, including a full list of all the topics and subject matter that will be taught as well 

as the tasks and activities that must be completed by the apprentice; 

• Time allocation: the amount of time that needs to be allocated to each module to cover 

it in sufficient detail; 

• Outcomes: what the apprentice will be able to do after completing each section of the 

curriculum (based on the skills, knowledge and behaviours set out in the standard). 

 

By forcing employers to specify what will actually be learnt on the apprenticeship, they will 

no longer be able to put forward misleading, generic or obscure job titles that do not relate to 

genuine occupations (e.g. Senior Leader; Customer Service Practitioner; Accountancy / 

Taxation Professional). This will help eliminate ‘fake apprenticeships’ from the IfATE’s list of 

standards, and in doing so it will protect the interests of apprentices by creating complete 

transparency (both before and during their apprenticeship) in terms of the training 

programme that they will receive. 

 

There is a reasonable case for providing some central funding (e.g. £5,000 or £10,000) to 

develop each curriculum, especially as this task may take several months and will require the 

incorporation of expertise from various sources. Assessment Organisations would be strong 

candidates for taking the lead on these matters, under the direction of Trailblazer employers, 

as it is not sensible to expect employers themselves to produce a curriculum of sufficient scope 

and detail to meet this new requirement. Drawing on the content of existing qualifications 

and training programmes in each occupation would nevertheless be an obvious starting point 

for each curriculum. To reflect the time and deliberations needed to design and agree a 

training curriculum, these new curricula should be provided by Trailblazer employers 

alongside every apprenticeship standard submitted for approval or reapproval from January 

2024 onwards.  
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RECOMMENDATION 3  

To ensure that all apprenticeships are for skilled occupations and roles that require at least 
12 months of training (as specified in the existing funding rules), every new training 
curriculum must include a minimum of 300 hours of off-the-job training in every year of 
the apprenticeship.  

 

As the ESFA already stipulates that apprenticeships at all levels must include a minimum of 

six hours a week of off-the-job training, this requirement should be reinforced within the new 

training curricula to deliver high-quality programmes for every standard. Six hours a week 

over the course of a full academic year is roughly equivalent to 300 hours of training. On that 

basis, every training curriculum should have to demonstrate that it meets this 300-hour 

threshold.  

 

Formalising the minimum acceptable level of off-the-job training in this manner will ensure 

that all apprenticeships meet the IfATE’s requirement for being ‘sufficiently skilled in terms 

of breadth and depth’ to require at least a year of training. In addition, it will satisfy the direct 

instructions from the Richard Review and the Sainsbury Review – both of which were 

adamant that training programmes with insufficient content should be excluded from the 

apprenticeship system. 

 

 

RECOMMENDATION 4  

To prevent any employer or provider from ignoring their responsibilities to offer genuine 
training to every apprentice, a minimum of 200 hours out of the new 300-hour annual 
training curriculum must be delivered face-to-face. Any time spent by an apprentice 
completing homework or other assignments will also no longer be counted as ‘training’. 

 

Regrettably, the evidence presented in this report shows that many employers and providers 

are not delivering high-quality apprenticeships. This is due, at least in part, to the lax rules 

around what counts as ‘training’. Allowing providers free rein over how much online ‘self-

guided’ learning they utilise and how much time an apprentice is left sitting at a computer 

completing written assignments has resulted in many apprentices receiving an unacceptably 

small amount of genuine training. The Richard Review found that in far too many instances, 

“little meaningful training” was being delivered to apprentices by their provider, yet the same 

situation remains evident a decade later.  

 

Expecting an apprentice to complete their course predominantly, if not entirely, online 

without any direct instruction is an appalling distortion of the entire notion of ‘training’ and 

should not be tolerated by government. That a training provider is entitled to count an 
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apprentice completing a homework task or written assignment by themselves as ‘training’ 

only makes matters worse because it is not training in any meaningful sense. Just like the 

potentially excessive usage of online learning, classifying written assignments as ‘training’ 

allows poor-quality providers to abandon apprentices for weeks, if not months, on end 

without any direct instruction or teaching. Not only is this a clear breach of the Richard 

Review’s objectives, but it is also likely to be a significant contributor to the poor experience 

of many apprentices. 

 

Given the enormous cost savings that an unscrupulous provider can realise by offering little 

or no face-to-face training, it is not appropriate to leave all decisions about how to deliver an 

apprenticeship to these same organisations. On that basis, new restrictions are urgently 

needed to prevent a poor-quality provider from exploiting the unjustified flexibility in the 

rules around off-the-job ‘training’. This report proposes that of the 300 hours of annual 

training set out in the new apprenticeship curricula, a minimum of 200 hours must be 

delivered face-to-face by the training provider. This will help strike a balance between 

providers being able to draw on the benefits of online learning for delivering some content 

while preventing training providers from ignoring their obligation to deliver a high-quality 

programme to every apprentice. What’s more, any time spent completing homework or 

written assignments should no longer be considered off-the-job ‘training’ and should 

therefore not count towards the 300 hours of training that all apprentices will receive. As with 

the new requirement for at least 200 hours of face-to-face delivery, this change in the 

regulations is intended to protect apprentices against the risk of a provider failing to offer any 

genuine training. 

 

 

Creating a better system for delivering apprenticeships 

 

RECOMMENDATION 5  

To build an apprenticeship system that benefits learners, taxpayers and wider society as 
well as employers, the Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education (IfATE) should 
be redesigned as a collaborative partnership that is guided by the views of its main 
stakeholders and beneficiaries.  

 

While the IfATE was set up with the best of intentions, the evidence in this report shows that 

they have been unable to act as guardians of apprenticeship quality and seem to have 

facilitated the continued existence of many apprenticeship standards that should never have 

been approved in the first place based on the IfATE’s own criteria. It is hard to understand 

why the Richard Review has been so frequently and resoundingly ignored, particularly when 

it explicitly warned of the damage that would be done to the apprenticeship brand if the 

quality of training was not prioritised in future.  
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Sweeping away the IfATE in its entirety would be an overly extreme response to these 

problems, but the problems will evidently not resolve themselves. The serious ongoing 

weaknesses with the quality of apprenticeship standards reflects the IfATE’s desire to listen 

to employers rather than holding wider conversations about the quality, rigour and 

appropriateness of various training pathways and qualifications. To begin unwinding these 

shortcomings, the IfATE should be recast as a body that brings together the views and 

interests of all stakeholders – not just employers. It is only by making the apprenticeship and 

technical education system a shared endeavour that improvements in the quality of training 

can be sustainably delivered. To this end, this report recommends two major changes to the 

way that the IfATE operates. 

 

Governance: To turn the IfATE into a credible and respected organisation, it must represent 

a wide selection of voices. It is therefore proposed that the IfATE’s Board should be 

reconstituted so that it reserves one place for a senior representative from each of the 

following organisations (in addition to the IfATE’s Chair and Chief Executive): 
 

• The Confederation of British Industry (CBI) 

• The Institute of Directors (IoD)  

• The Federation of Small Businesses (FSB) 

• The British Chambers of Commerce (BCC) 

• Make UK 

• The Trades Union Congress (TUC) 

• The Association of Colleges (AoC) 

• The Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) 

• Universities UK (UUK)   

 

In addition, the Board should have places reserved for two or three leading academics to 

ensure that the research community is visibly represented in the IfATE’s activities and that 

research evidence from this country and abroad informs their discussions. In future, the Board 

will take responsibility for appointing the Chair and Chief Executive of the IfATE in addition 

to overseeing its work across the apprenticeships and technical education system. 
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Route panels: The IfATE’s 15 route panels (which only include employers) review and 

approve apprenticeship standards but, given how many standards do not meet the IfATE’s 

definition of an ‘apprenticeship’, these panels appear unable to protect the quality of 

apprenticeships or the interests of apprentices. Consequently, it is proposed that all 15 panels 

should include the following individuals in addition to their employer-based members: 
 

• Two former apprentices from that sector / pathway 

• Two employee representatives put forward by social partners 

• Two training provider representatives 

• One academic or researcher 

 

The inclusion of these individuals is intended to inject a more balanced and rounded view of 

training quality, particularly when it comes to judging the new training curricula that 

Trailblazer employers will be putting forward to the Route Panels. The evidence in this report 

strongly suggests that without incorporating these additional perspectives, there is little hope 

of producing more high-quality standards and removing poor-quality ones in future. 

 

 

RECOMMENDATION 6 

As part of a new drive to improve the quality of off-the-job and on-the-job training, the 
Government should hand responsibility for approving and inspecting apprenticeship 
providers to a new body: the National Apprenticeship Inspectorate.  

 

Inadequate and delayed checks on new apprenticeship providers, lengthy delays in 

inspecting existing providers and no quality improvement processes or support for employers 

taking on apprentices have all combined to weaken the quality of apprenticeship provision in 

this country. In other words, the current setup is failing to ensure that all providers and 

employers are delivering high-quality training. Although giving Ofsted more resources may 

help address some of these concerns, a much wider drive for quality improvement is needed 

to overcome the existing flaws in the apprenticeship system. 

 

To simplify the regulatory landscape and tackle poor-quality provision, this report 

recommends that a new body called the National Apprenticeship Inspectorate (NAI) is 

created. In effect, this body will be created by spinning out Ofsted’s current apprenticeship 

inspection duties and then expanding its remit and responsibilities in several crucial areas. 

This will make sure that the existing expertise and insights already gathered from inspecting 

apprenticeship providers continues to inform future inspections and related activities. Rather 

than being restricted solely to inspecting and judging apprenticeship providers, the 
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responsibilities of the NAI will focus on improving the overall quality of apprenticeship 

delivery both on- and off-the-job:   
 

• Managing the Register of Apprenticeship Training Providers: the NAI should take 

over the operation of the RoATP from the ESFA, meaning that the NAI will therefore 

be in charge of determining prospective providers’ ability to deliver high-quality 

apprenticeships. As now, this will involve a range of tests in areas such as financial 

health and prior training experience, but the NAI will also conduct on-site visits to the 

prospective provider before a decision is made.  

• Inspections of training providers: the role of inspecting apprenticeship providers will 

now be taken on by the NAI instead of Ofsted. All apprenticeship providers will be 

inspected by the NAI at least every three years irrespective of their previous inspection 

rating. Following every inspection, the NAI will give providers graded reports stating 

their overall performance as well as identifying areas of improvement. Through their 

inspection reports, the NAI will also provide guidance to weaker providers on how 

they can improve their delivery of apprenticeships. 

• Additional scrutiny of new training providers: inspection visits from the NAI to new 

providers delivering apprenticeships will take place more frequently than at present 

(e.g. at 6 and 12 months after their first apprentices are recruited). In addition, the NAI 

will place caps on the number of apprentices that a new provider can recruit, with the 

cap being set after the NAI has visited the new provider to inspect their training 

facilities as part of the RoATP application process. 

• Quality improvement for training providers: alongside their inspection reports, the 

NAI will publish ‘best practice’ for training providers on how to deliver high-quality 

training. These materials will be distributed online and through a network of training 

programmes offered to providers’ staff. The use of such support packages will be 

voluntary for providers, although the NAI could make them mandatory for any 

provider that receives a poor inspection judgement. 

• Greater support for employers: the NAI will conduct on-site visits to any employer 

who wishes to take on an apprentice for the first time to ensure that they have the 

necessary staffing and expertise in place. Echoing the systems used in other countries, 

voluntary qualifications for apprentice managers and mentors should also be designed 

and provided by the NAI. In addition, more support should be provided to employers 

to help them deliver a high-quality experience for apprentices. For example, the NAI 

could follow the example of Switzerland by introducing a checklist of ‘quality criteria’ 

for companies that they could use to self-assess the quality of their training and 

highlight areas for improvement.  
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To deliver this new remit, which extends beyond what Ofsted delivers at present, new 

investment will be needed. This report proposes that the NAI should have a budget of £60 

million a year – three times what Ofsted is able to spend on all Further Education and Skills 

inspections. This should provide enough resources to conduct much more frequent 

inspections of all training providers, particularly new ones, as well as focusing more on 

quality improvement for providers and employers. Seeing as the DfE is currently handing 

back around £600 million a year to the Treasury in unspent funds from the apprenticeship 

levy,269 there is evidently plenty of funding available. More importantly, it is hard to imagine 

a more worthwhile investment than improving the quality of apprenticeships, including the 

removal of poor-quality providers as well as disinterested or disengaged employers. 

 

 

RECOMMENDATION 7 

To promote the supply of entry-level opportunities and clear progression routes into 
genuine high-quality apprenticeships, the ‘traineeships’ programme should be expanded. 
A bursary of £100 a week should also be introduced for trainees to support them with 
expenses such as food and transport.  

 

The Richard Review originally intended for traineeships to replace the previous 

apprenticeship frameworks linked to lower skilled jobs because the Review was rightly 

concerned about ‘diluting’ the apprenticeship brand. This is not to say that low-skill roles are 

not valuable, but rather they do not align with the core features of an apprenticeship as they 

do not require substantial and skilled training programmes. With this report’s proposed 

introduction of training curricula, stronger regulations around off-the-job training and 

improved quality assurance, low-skill ‘apprenticeships’ should essentially cease to exist. 

Nevertheless, it is important to maintain routes into apprenticeships for learners who may not 

be ready to become an apprentice straightaway. 

 

This report has shown that traineeships can deliver encouraging outcomes as well as high 

rates of satisfaction, and ‘occupational traineeships’ appear to have even more potential. As a 

result, this report proposes that occupational traineeships linked to high-quality 

apprenticeship standards or occupational routes should be expanded to give traineeships a 

greater focus on particular sectors and pathways. It would be logical to follow the existing 

collaborative development model used for the pilots of existing occupational traineeships, as 

this should make sure that any new occupational traineeship is a high-quality programme 

(albeit a shorter one than an apprenticeship). 

 

What’s more, to make traineeships more accessible to learners and increase their perceived 

value as a career opportunity, a bursary of £100 per week for all trainees should be introduced. 
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This bursary will, in turn, make traineeships more attractive to learners and thus increase their 

popularity as a ‘stepping stone’ to securing a genuine high-quality apprenticeship or moving 

directly into employment elsewhere. Framing this £100-a-week as a bursary rather than a 

wage is prudent because traineeships are not a form of employment. The bursary model will 

also mean that participation in a traineeship will not affect a learner’s entitlement to Universal 

Credit or other financial support from government. When combined with the expanded role 

for traineeships as an entry-level opportunity for young people, this new bursary should act 

as a catalyst for traineeships playing a much greater role in our education and training system 

in future. 
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Conclusion 
 

 

“I believe that the definition of apprenticeships should be more focussed than it is today. 

This means redefining some of the activities that we currently include within the 

programme, and therefore removing them from the apprenticeship programme. I firmly 

believe that this need not mean that we will see a decline in apprenticeships volumes in the 

longer term, but this will be a risk in the short term as the system adjusts to these changes. 

In time, a stronger and clearer brand should boost the demand for those apprenticeships 

that generate the highest value for learners, employers and society. A high quality focussed 

programme will be self-reinforcing, attracting new employers and learners which, in turn, 

will strengthen the brand and attractiveness of the programme.”270  

 

As can be seen above, the Richard Review recognised that the apprenticeship system in 

England needed to embark on a challenging journey if it wished to be considered a high-

quality training route that rivalled some of the best technical education systems in the world. 

To complete this journey, clear expectations would need to be put on employers and training 

providers, apprenticeships would have to be widely understood by all stakeholders, and 

learners would need to be consistently offered challenging and broad experiences. The 

Richard Review was right to note that any current or future government “must not disregard 

the pockets of excellent practice which exist”271 as they design and implement their reforms. 

Even so, ten years later, this report has shown just how far away England still is from realising 

the Review’s ambition of creating a truly self-reinforcing high-quality apprenticeship system.  

 

In truth, the current system is beset by widespread and deep-routed quality issues. Despite 

the Review stating that an apprenticeship is “at its heart…a form of education”,272 too often 

employers and providers fail to deliver even the minimum level of training that apprentices 

are entitled to receive, and in some cases they leave apprentices to their own devices without 

any genuine training at all. What’s more, apprentices do not have access to detailed 

information about the content of their apprenticeship before signing up, making it difficult 

for them to know when they are not receiving the right quality and quantity of training. These 

problems are compounded by the Government not putting in place the quality assurance 

measures needed to guarantee that all employers and providers deliver an outstanding 

training programme. As a result, significant sums of money are being invested in courses that 

fail to meet the Government’s own definition of an apprenticeship, let alone meet the 

aspirations set out in the Richard Review. Such practices should never have been allowed to 

occur, much less continue. 
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Moving forward, a long overdue culture shift is needed among some employers regarding 

their commitment to providing valuable and relevant training to their apprentices. In 

addition, it is time to move away from the idea that ‘employers know best’ when it comes to 

what constitutes a high-quality apprenticeship, particularly when the employer-led agenda 

that dominated the last decade has clearly been to the detriment of other stakeholders. There 

is also an urgent need for more stringent regulations to make sure that apprenticeships are 

only offered and delivered by those providers with the desire, capacity and capability to offer 

apprentices a high-quality experience. As part of these regulations, the Government must set 

the bar higher for what constitutes ‘quality’ as well as consistently enforce the rules and 

procedures that are designed to protect apprentices from malpractice and exploitation. 

 

Over 100,000 apprentices a year are dropping out of their programmes because of the 

unacceptable quality of their training and overall experience. Thus, the goal must be to ensure 

that we do not let another decade slip by in which so many apprentices are being badly let 

down. Given the scale of poor-quality apprenticeships that exist today, the changes proposed 

in this report would undoubtedly have a significant impact on the apprenticeship system. As 

the Richard Review acknowledged, driving up the quality of apprenticeships may result in a 

temporary dip in the quantity of apprenticeships in the short term. However, in the longer 

term, these changes will strengthen the apprenticeship brand and improve its attractiveness 

to learners of all ages. Without such improvements over the coming years, apprenticeships 

will continue to be “considered second class” and lack the ‘prestige’ tied to attending 

university273 - as the Richard Review warned ten years ago. The reforms in this report set out 

how policymakers can start a new journey towards building a self-reinforcing high-quality 

apprenticeship system that is as respected and admired as a university degree. Warm words 

from government ministers and civil servants about apprenticeship quality will no longer 

suffice – action is now required, and soon. 
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