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Abstract 
From Frameworks to Standards, devolution to Brexit, much is changing in 

the UK skills landscape. The Government is committed to three million 
apprenticeships by 2020 but that is only part of the immense task of 

improving national productivity. In this white paper, Graham Hasting-
Evans, Managing Director of NOCN, explores the challenges and 

opportunities ahead to get the country working.  
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Making the Reforms Work 

1. Opportunity to get it right 

Recognising the challenges we face, the Government has set an ambitious policy reform 
agenda for apprenticeships and technical education, which recognises the needs of the 
economy and is employer, employee and employment focused. Significant effort and 
resources have been committed over the last four years, by the Government, employers 
and other organisations committed to education and skills development.  

Progress has been made on: 

• Publication of the Industrial Strategy with a commitment to broadening the 
economy and Technical Education; 

• Developing apprenticeships, including higher and degree levels and promoting their 
importance to employers, employees, parents, guardians and young people; 

• Improving the standards of apprenticeships, with the introduction of new 
Apprenticeship Standards and Assessment Plans with formal end-point assessment; 

• Replacing the old Specification of Apprenticeship Standards for England (SASE) 
apprenticeships and related National Occupational Standards (NOS) with new 
Standards; 

• Introducing, from April 2017, the Apprenticeship Levy to provide the funding for this 
major change; 

• Setting up criteria, processes and publishing registers for approved independent 
apprenticeship assessment organisations and approved apprenticeship training 
providers; 

• Introducing the programme for improving technical education and qualifications 
(Post-16 Skills Plan) to greater numbers of young people by 2020; 

• Passing legislation in May 2016 to set up the Institute for Apprenticeships, with the 
Technical and Further Education Bill to extend its remit to include technical 
qualifications which is passing through Parliament at present;  

• Improving skills in English and maths; 
• Devolving the Adult Education Budget;  
• Reforming Functional Skills; and 
• Placing social mobility clearly on the skills agenda as part of the Shared Society 

vision. 

All of this represents the most fundamental change in our skills system in well over a 
generation. 

Employers, employees, parents, guardians and young people are becoming more engaged; 
as are the key players such as FE Colleges, training providers, awarding organisations and 
apprenticeship assessment organisations.  

More people are ready for change and are preparing for it.  
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However, we all recognise we have some very significant implementation issues to resolve 
and more progress is needed. Notwithstanding this, useful foundations are in place to build 
upon. We now need to get on with it.  

2. The Challenges 

Clearly, reform is urgently needed to address the productivity, skills and social mobility gaps 
in our society.  This needs to recognise the different challenges there are in each of the 
English regions and sub-regions, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales and be adaptable at 
the local level to fully address these differences.  

BREXIT heightens the need for reform of our skills system. The reform is long overdue and it 
is now imperative we deliver a step-change in workforce productivity; as well as 
improvements in quality.  

The CBI/Pearson Education and Skills Survey 2016 identifies that more than three quarters 
of businesses (77%) expect to have more job openings for people with higher-level skills 
over the coming years while just 3% expect to have fewer.  

Businesses also expect to need more people with intermediate-level and leadership and 
management skills. As a counter point to this, demand for those with low skills is expected 
to stand still or decline. 

The survey identifies that the proportion of businesses, not confident there will be enough 
people available in the future with the skills to fill their high-skilled jobs, has reached a new 
high of 69%. These worries about the prospects of filling future high-skilled roles are shared 
by businesses across the UK. 

These findings support the information published by the UK Commission for Employment 
and Skills (UKCES) in ‘Working Futures 2014-2024‘. UKCES concluded that over the next 
seven years, there will be a major shift in profile of employment opportunities and with this 
a skills gap will progressively open up. 

UKCES predicts that up to 2024 there will be net employment increases for: 

• Managerial occupations (15%) 
• Professional occupations (21%) 
• Associate, professional and technical occupations (15%) 
• Care, leisure and other services together with elementary occupations (3%) 

Against this, declines are expected in administrative and secretarial occupations (-11%) and 
skilled trades (-4%). Sales and customer services occupations are predicted to standstill over 
this period. 

In light of this very significant shift, UKCES expects changes to the required skills and 
educational levels. By 2024, UKCES predicts that around 54% of people in employment will 
be expected to have achieved a Level 4 or above qualification. It also predicts declines in 
Level 2 and 3 of around -6% and in Entry and Level 1 a major decline of -41%.  

This represents a considerable challenge in a relatively short period.  
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We are starting to see this move mirrored in the latest Ofqual statistics for qualification 
certificates issued (excluding GCSE and AS/A Levels). The statistical report up to the end of 
September 2016 shows that overall the number of qualifications certificates in the reporting 
period have declined by 13%, with this decline being attributable to Entry to Level 2. There 
were increases in Levels 4 to 6, but at this stage these we relatively small. Level 3 shows a 
minor decline.  

This structural shift in the employment profile linked with the 30% productivity 
improvement gap presents a massive challenge to the UK economy and the achievement of 
the aims of the Industrial Strategy.  

To understand how we might respond to this, other than by uncontrolled immigration, we 
need to consider the rate at which the workforce changes. 

Each year the workforce changes by around two per cent as a result of entrants from the 
education system. In addition, currently the UK recruits around 1.6 per cent through gross 
immigration, losing half of this through emigration.  

Many of the new policies being introduced by the Government are aimed at younger people 
and those coming out of the education system into the workforce.  

However, these policies, such as apprenticeships for this group and the Post 16 Skills Plan 
will, if well implemented impact the 2% entering the workforce. To have any sizeable 
benefit to the economy will take at least a generation i.e. long-term. They will have only a 
small impact in the next five to seven years. 

To address the challenges of BREXIT, as well as productivity and structural changes in the 
employment profile, the UK needs complimentary, short-term skills enhancement 
initiatives. These need to be prioritised for employability skills, English, maths, technical up-
skilling and management development, with a focus on productivity improvement.  

3. Implementing the Reforms 

To move forward the reforms, we believe that three key actions are necessary: 

1. The Government urgently moves ahead with the setting of the Institute for 
Apprenticeships (IfA) soon to have its remit extended to include technical education;  

2. The Government and the devolved administrations should work together to 
establish a UK-wide Skills Enhancement Strategy; and 

3. The Government needs to urgently put in place a clear methodology for developing 
and implementing new apprenticeships and technical qualifications, underpinned by 
a new regulatory regime. 

The Government has decided that the IfA is the organisation it wants to put in place to 
move forward its fundamental reforms to the skills system.  We believe that clarity over its 
remit and structure is now needed so we have a real foundation in place for the future.     

We consider that its scope should include being the ‘Regulator’ and ‘Quality Controller’ for 
all aspects of apprenticeships and technical education; when the current Bill is passed. This 
should include supporting qualifications such as Functional Skills and ‘licence to practice’ 
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certification. It must also manage the migration from the present arrangements, e.g. the 
Specification of Apprenticeship Standards for England (SASE). 

The Government, working with regional bodies and the administrations in Northern Ireland, 
Scotland and Wales, should establish and publish a UK-wide Skills Enhancement Strategy. 
This would include all the present policy changes for apprenticeships and technical 
education, as these are essential for the long-term achievement of the goals in the Industrial 
Strategy.  However, the Skills Enhancement Strategy also needs to include initiatives that 
will produce short-term gains in productivity and close of skills gaps. Such initiatives might 
be the as improvements in employability skills, up-skilling the existing workforce and 
management development, with a particular focus on productivity improvement 

We propose that the IfA baselines the starting points and quickly puts in place a 
methodology and underpinning regulatory regime, as follows: 

Regulatory Regime:  
Establish a clear and documented regulatory framework for apprenticeships and technical 
education, including all the necessary processes and templates. This must also clearly 
address the management of conflicts of interest between all the various parties. These 
regulatory controls need to clearly protect apprenticeship and technical education 
standards from a ‘race’ to the bottom where quality is sacrificed for the lowest price. 

Quality Assurance Controls: 
Establish a clear and documented system for managing quality that includes: Apprentice 
Training Providers (ATPs), Apprentice Assessment Organisations (AAOs) and External Quality 
Assurance Organisations (EQAOs). The system needs to set out clearly the roles of these 
different organisations, as well as how conflicts of interest will be managed.  

The model for External Quality Assurance (EQA) should be: the Institute for Apprenticeships 
in control of the function across all areas, contracting out to specialist EQAOs if appropriate 
to the scale of the EQA task.  

We consider EQA costs should be part of the Institute’s core budget and to avoid 
unnecessary administration costs, these should not be charged out.  We also believe that 
the Institute should in response to the views of employers, mandate the use of appropriate 
and robust qualifications for the On-Programme and Gateway parts of the apprenticeship. 

Career Pathways: 
Adopt this methodology for use by the Institute’s Employer Route/Sector Panels to identify 
the appropriate route i.e. academic, apprenticeship, technical education and work-based 
learning. This will reduce duplication between technical qualifications and apprenticeships, 
making it clearer for employers, employees, learners, apprentices and others.  

4. Apprenticeship and the Levy 

The immediate task ahead of us is the introduction of the Apprenticeship Levy which is 
payable from 5 April 2017. Employers will be making their first payments on 19 May with 
the monthly PAYE and NI sum. 



NOCN White Paper: Making the Reforms Work • www.nocn.org.uk 

5 

With this will come the setting up of the Digital Apprenticeship Service (DAS) with the 
employers’ new digital wallets and accounts for reclaiming the Levy. 

At the same time, a new range of reformed apprenticeships (trailblazers) will start to be 
used. These involve formal End-Point Assessment (EPA) by an independent body. These 
independent bodies are known as: Apprenticeship Assessment Organisations (AAOs) and 
they are currently formally approved (licensed) by the Skills Funding Agency (SFA). The 
Register of Apprentice Assessment Organisations (RoAAO) is published on the Government’s 
web-site: www.gov.uk/government/collections/register-of-apprentice-assessment-
organisations  

NOCN is approved as an AAO for seven industry sectors with currently 14 apprenticeship 
standards, making it one of the top-three AAOs in England. It is actively working in 
partnership with employers to ensure effective assessments are available from April 2017 
when the reforms launch: www.nocn.org.uk/aao  

Through NOCN, preparation for the new apprenticeships starts with the ‘Apprenticeship 
Readiness Toolkit’ to test how prepared training providers and employers are for the 
implementation of the reforms. This takes employers and training providers through ten 
critical lines of enquiry to help them plan and prioritise for the implementation. 

5. Key issues for employers include: 

• Do you understand the implications for your business and have worked out how you 
will address these? 

• What range of jobs do you have and do you know the range of Apprenticeship 
Standards you can draw on? 

• Is there an existing apprenticeship programme in place in the organisation and how 
does need to change with the introduction of the Levy? 

• Are your managers and supervisors ready to support and mentor apprentices? 
• Do you have systems in place, with monitoring reports, for apprenticeships and 

claiming back the Levy? 

Training providers need to ensure they are ready and have the resources to support the 20% 
training component of each apprenticeship. AAOs need to ensure that they have all the 
systems and support in place for the End-Point Assessments. 

It is going to be a challenging time! 
 

 

 

Graham Hasting-Evans 
Managing Director,  

NOCN 
Managing.director@nocn.org.uk 
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