Ofsted's Chief Inspector Undermines the Focus of Apprenticeship as an Employer led Programme  

In a bizarre outburst in her Annual Report Ofsted's Chief Inspector has revealed her true colours. The Apprenticeship levy was introduced to raise UK productivity in both the public and private sectors. Think the deficiency in management skills highlighted in HM Government's Industrial Strategy, nurses needed by the NHS, police constables in police forces, digital specialists, engineers etc. Instead, in a challenge to the concept of employer leadership and choice, the Chief Inspector in her Annual Report this month has argued that too much levy funding is being spent on higher level apprenticeships at the expense of young people and lower level provision. By making such a claim the Chief Inspector is challenging the concept of employer choice and the productivity focus of Apprenticeship.

Every levy paying employer in England should be deeply concerned by the Chief Inspector’s statements. Essentially Ofsted is arguing that employers - every NHS Trust, Police Force, private sector employer etc. should pick up the bill to rectify the failure of the school system and Ofsted where after 11 years of compulsory education a third of young people fail to achieve a full level 2. May I politely suggest to Ofsted that such a statistic is deplorable and that Ofsted focuses on raising school standards to a reasonable level and leaves employers to use the levy where it is needed to raise productivity and increase organisational effectiveness?

Sure, the levy also needs to support social mobility – but at level 2, as the Sutton Trust
 has outlined, the majority of apprentices under 25 start their training below their existing level of educational attainment and are ‘treading water’. Incidentally the same Sutton Trust report also makes the point that from a social mobility perspective there should be more higher and degree apprenticeships.  This is an obvious point; we need more progression routes into technical, professional and managerial roles. This is where higher education, supported by HEFCE/OfS is making major strides to open new routes to the professions, train the employees the private and public sector needs and changing the perception of Apprenticeship as 'the good choice for other people’s children'. Yet as one of her key points in her annual report the Chief Inspector has claimed that the 'Apprenticeship levy is being spent on 'rebadged' graduate schemes'. 

Perhaps at this point I should make the point that the higher education regulator, the Office for Students NOT Ofsted has responsibility for Degree Apprenticeship provision. I would, therefore, question why the Chief Inspector is commenting on provision for which neither she nor her organisation has a remit and in such an inflammatory way? I'd also like to ask what evidence the Chief Inspector has for such a claim? From my discussions with the actual higher education regulator, the Office for Students, there is little evidence for such a claim which is deeply damaging to the overall integrity of the Apprenticeship system.

Let me provide an example of the reach of a new Degree Apprenticeship:

Statistics for the UK's first Police Constable Degree Apprenticeship cohort with Nottinghamshire Police:

- 21.8 % of applications were from the BAME community, this compares with 10% for previous recruitment campaigns and 4.63% within the force
- Subsequently 19% of the recruits on the cohort are from BAME communities compared with between 7 and 10% in previous cohort.
- 50% of the cohort are female, compared with 30% in previous groups and 31.45% in force
- More than 50 % of the cohort are the first in their family to enter higher education

I would also like question the Ofsted’s understanding of the skills the Country needs. In her interview with FE Week the Chief Inspector implies more apprenticeships at higher levels will not address skills shortages in England if they are done at the expense of getting young people onto programmes.  Being polite this claim is bizarre and shows little understanding of the skills gaps and shortages in the UK economy.  Is the Chief Inspector really saying cash-strapped Police Forces and NHS Trusts shouldn’t use their levy to fund Degree Apprenticeship to train new police constables or nurses or train the managers they need to deliver high quality public services?  Is she disputing the need for higher level STEM provision or the fact that management skills are a key factor hindering the growth in productivity? Read any regional labour market analysis or HM Government’s Industrial Strategy and the negative impact the deficiency of management skills is having on UK productivity is clear.  

Sure we need to think about the third of young people failed by Ofsted and the Schools’ system who leave compulsory education without the minimum skills for employability.  But isn’t the answer for Ofsted to improve school standards? And if more resource is needed let’s make THAT the argument rather than arguing that the Apprenticeship levy should be focused on level 2 provision and not the skills needed to make the UK economy grow. 
To make Apprenticeship work it needs to be based on employer choice and leadership and focus on the skills gaps and shortages evident in the UK economy. Perhaps the way to assure employers that Apprenticeship is focused on skill need, the Treasury or BEIS, working with DfE should take more control and strengthen the Institute for Apprenticeship so the employer voice is dominant. 
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