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Why it’s Crunch Time for the Skills Funding Agency with the Apprenticeship Reforms
The reforms to Apprenticeship have been underway for several years. Doug Richard published his Review of Apprenticeships in November 2012 which triggered the start of the reform process. Since 2012 there has been significant progress in some areas, 145 Apprenticeship standards have, for example, been approved for delivery. 
Between now and May 2017 the pace of change will increase significantly. Government has already started turning off funding for Apprenticeship frameworks - starting with those with limited take-up and/or those where a new Apprenticeship standard is ready for delivery.  Training providers who previously delivered Apprenticeship frameworks will need to focus on the delivery of training programmes for Apprenticeship standards. The other big change, of course, involves the introduction of the Apprenticeship levy from April 2017.  In future opinion pieces we will focus on the opportunities training providers and employers face with the change-over from frameworks to standards and through the introduction of the Apprenticeship levy. In this article we focus on the Government's key agency currently responsible for the implementation of the Apprenticeship reforms, the Skills Funding Agency (SFA). 

We've decided to focus on the SFA because it is primarily responsible for the development of the future Apprenticeship system. The quality and appropriateness of this system for apprenticeships at all levels will be a key factor in the success or otherwise of the Apprenticeship reforms and whether the Government's key policy objectives of using Apprenticeship to raise productivity and increase social mobility are realised.  In time, of course, several key responsibilities will rest with the Institute for Apprenticeship (IfA), but for the moment most operational responsibility lies with the SFA.
Over the next few months the SFA is faced with several major tasks and our list while highlighting some of the most important is by no means exhaustive.  In no particular order of importance:

· The SFA has got to finalise developing and testing and then implement the Digital Apprenticeship Service (DAS), though which levy paying employers will manage and purchase Apprenticeship provision and through which all employers can find an Apprenticeship provider

· The SFA must ensure End Point Assessment (EPA) organisations are in place for Apprenticeship standards which are ready for delivery

· SFA has also got to introduce new funding rules  
· SFA must also successfully implement the new Register of Apprenticeship Training Providers (RoATP).  It must also ensure the procurement of Apprenticeship provision for non-levy paying employers, the invitation to tender closed in November 2016, funds the Apprenticeship provision non-levy paying employers will demand to 2018
· And, of course SFA must manage the current Apprenticeship system and transition to the new Apprenticeship system.  

All providers who wish to deliver Apprenticeships from May 2017 will need to have successfully applied to RoATP.  Superficially, the introduction of the new register would seem straightforward. The SFA, after all, has managed the Register of Training Organisations (RoTO) and any current training provider delivering Apprenticeship must have successfully completed an application to RoTO. What makes RoATP more difficult for the SFA is that Apprenticeship in 2017/18 will be a very different programme to Apprenticeship in 2015/16. The new employer developed apprenticeship standards differ substantially to the old apprenticeship frameworks, most of which were developed by Sector Skills Councils.  Delivery no longer focuses on continual assessment, but on delivering a high-quality training programme which enables the individual to successful pass the end point assessment.  Perhaps even more significantly, the occupational focus of Apprenticeship has changed.  Employers have pushed Apprenticeship upwards with Apprenticeship standards now developed or proposed in law, accountancy, engineering, management, nursing, policing and social work.  It is, indeed, possible that by 2018/19 employers could collectively want to spend more on Higher and Degree Apprenticeships than Intermediate (level 2) and Advanced (level 3) Apprenticeship.  The choice will be in the hands of employers.  The SFA must recognise this possibility in the implementation of RoATP and the Apprenticeship system it and the new Institute for Apprenticeship (IfA) develop.  

To get RoATP right SFA must first recognise that Apprenticeship is not a further education programme.  Instead SFA should start from the position that Apprenticeship is an employer developed programme involving delivery support from a range of organisations, including both further education and higher education providers.  SFA should be sector neutral and ensure staff that assess RoATP applications fully understand further education and higher education delivery, quality systems and measures of quality.  On behalf of the HE sector UVAC would like SFA to provide such an assurance.  We would add that England is blessed with a world class HE sector – so let’s encourage and celebrate the contribution it can make to the future delivery of Apprenticeship.
The procurement of Apprenticeship provision for non-levied employers – If getting RoATP right may be a challenge for the SFA, the procurement for non-levy paying employers will be an even greater challenge.  As non-levy paying employers will not purchase provision through the Digital Apprenticeship until 2018 the SFA ran a procurement exercise in November for training providers who intend to deliver Apprenticeship provision to non-levied employers between May 2017 and July 2018. 

A key issue for SFA will be which training providers to allocate funding to?  Ideally this should be related to the Apprenticeship provision non-levy paying employers will demand.  The problem here is no one really knows what Apprenticeship provision employers will demand.  Evidence of past demand is of limited value because new Apprenticeships are so different to Apprenticeships delivered in the past.  Apprenticeships of the past were dominated by level 2 Apprenticeship frameworks, which in recent years accounted for 60% of all provision.  Apprenticeships with the highest take-up were for frameworks such as Business Administration and Customer Service.  Being blunt these are not priority areas if Apprenticeship is to be true to a core policy objective of raising business productivity.  From a social mobility perspective Higher and Degree Apprenticeships which provide a new debt free route to the professions and higher level occupations for under-represented groups will also be a priority.  Many Apprenticeships that will be available between May 2017 and July 2018 are new and focus on occupations not previously encompassed by Apprenticeship.  Not allocating enough funding to higher education providers could strangle the growth of Higher and Degree Apprenticeships vital to the performance of SMEs.  Our message to the SFA would be to be bold.  The Apprenticeship levy was primarily introduced to enhance business productivity and increase social mobility and procurement should be conducted on this basis.  Funding should be allocated to where it will have most impact on raising productivity and opening up new progression routes to professional and higher level occupational roles.  SFA also needs to make a commitment to running a second procurement round as the demand for Higher and Degree Apprenticeship expands and as new Apprenticeships are approved for delivery over the next 18 months.  
November 2016 was a period of intensive activity for HEIs preparing their applications for the Register of Apprenticeship Training Providers (RoATP) and Invitation to Tender (ITT) for non-levy paying employers. 
To support HEIs in this process, as colleagues will know, UVAC with HEFCE support ran a programme of webinars, briefings, individual HEI surgery sessions, an email query line and produced a detailed Q&A drawing on issues raised by HE colleagues.  In total we had 183 ‘dial ins’ to the webinar programme and 32 HEI colleagues attended the briefing coupled with individual surgery sessions.  Overall the HEI applications we have reviewed look good and HEIs have invested substantial resources in responding to both the RoATP and the ITT for non-levy paying employers. The HE sector has put in a substantial amount of effort to use SFA language and meet and respond to SFA requirements and systems many of which aren’t necessarily related to the policy aim and focus of Apprenticeship, but instead are based on an existing further education process. Working with Skills Funding Agency systems and communicating in SFA language has been a major challenge for HE colleagues wanting to deliver Degree Apprenticeship and respond to the Government’s agenda.      
It’s now over to the SFA to act as a ‘Skills Funding Agency’ and not a further education funding organisation predominately focused on level 2 – 4 provision delivered by further education providers. SFA must ensure applications to RoATP are scored on the basis of the ability to deliver high quality apprenticeships and that employers have the range of private training providers, further education colleges and higher education institutions needed to deliver the range of Apprenticeships at level 2 and 3 and the Higher and Degree Apprenticeships they want.  
And for avoidance of doubt, Degree Apprenticeship isn’t going to be a small part of the Apprenticeship market.  Just think about the potential demand for the Chartered Management Degree Apprenticeship and developments in nursing, social work and policing to name just a few occupations.  The range of organisations awarded funding through the SFA’s procurement for non-levy paying employers must similarly reflect the provision non-levy paying employers will want to purchase as reflected through the Apprenticeship standards development process.   It also goes without saying that if Apprenticeship is to deliver the increase in productivity Government wants a substantial proportion of Apprenticeship provision will need to be at higher level.  Let’s be clear, the focus of Apprenticeship needs to move away from the dominance of starts at level 2 and in job roles in customer service and business administration that has characterised Apprenticeship provision in recent years.  We must also ensure a full suite of Degree Apprenticeships are available across England to support the Government’s social mobility objectives and create new gateways to the professions for under-represented cohorts of learners.  
The ball is now in the Skills Funding Agency’s court, but UVAC as an HE organisation, committed to the Apprenticeship agenda will do all we can to work with the SFA to ensure employers can use the Degree Apprenticeships fundamental to the growth and future performance of their organisations. 
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