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1. About The British Chambers of Commerce (BCC)
The BCC represents over 100,000 businesses of varying sizes and sectors which when combined employ around five million people. Part of the role of the BCC is to help create the right environment for UK businesses to thrive.  It is our job to work with Government to deliver the right policy framework in which UK businesses are able to grow at home and compete internationally.

Representing over 100,000 businesses and 5 million employees, the British Chambers of Commerce is The Ultimate Business Network. Every Chamber sits at the very heart of its local business community working with businesses to grow and develop individuals, businesses, communities – and ultimately, the nation’s economy – by sharing opportunities, knowledge and know-how.

Chambers of Commerce and their members are some of the education system’s key stakeholders, while the Chamber Network itself is one of the largest private providers of training and skills in the UK.  They provide skills for the workplace, as well as running the programme elements of apprenticeship schemes. Chambers help stimulate business uptake of skills, and also work with government at all levels to address the skills gaps that have been endemic within the British economy for the past decade.
2. Response
2.1. Introduction

If growth in the apprenticeship scheme is to be successful it is vital that the Government gets the fundamentals of the reformed programme right. While the specifications consultation goes some way to helping address this, we are concerned that DIUS has missed the fundamental point about apprenticeships. The focus of all apprenticeships must be on learning in the workplace, and gaining full competency within a particular vocational environment. They must be employer led, and assessed around the competency of the individual to do a particular vocational occupation, with the overriding aim of equipping individuals with the skills to make a major contribution to the success of their sponsoring businesses. This must be the guiding principle of apprenticeship standards. 
2.2. The role of Sector Skills Councils and Sector Skill Boards

While it is vital that there is a central body for the regulation of apprenticeship frameworks, and that Sector Skills Councils/Sector Skills Boards (SSCs/SSBs) are currently the logical location for this, we do not believe that Sector Skills Councils and Sector Skills Boards are fit for purpose. They are not uniform in their quality and delivery, while some have compromised their credibility in this area by developing qualifications that add little or no value to their sectors aside from providing SSC/SSB income streams.
Our preference would be for all SSC/SSB work to be undertaken via the new Skills Funding Agency, with the responsibilities for the current sectors divided between different internal offices. This would make sense both organisationally and financially at a time when DIUS must find areas to make serious efficiency savings. 
2.3. Qualifications concerned with the sector
We believe that it is reasonable to require that the knowledge-based qualifications must be at least at Level 2 for apprenticeships and at Level 3 for advanced apprenticeships. This is already the case for many apprenticeship schemes, and it is important that this is maintained in order to assure the quality and rigour of the apprenticeship brand. 
We are concerned however, that the Level 2 standard could deter candidates who have been unable to achieve Level 2, but who are suitable for an apprenticeship. For instance, a young person may not have thrived in academic education, and therefore might not have gained a Level 2 qualification. Despite this, they could be suited to the vocationally based route offered through an apprenticeship. We would expect this to be a more pertinent issue for some apprenticeships more than others. 
Because of this issue, we believe that it is important for there to be access routes for such candidates in order for them to be brought up to the required level. Schemes such as Entry To Employment (E2E) have helped many young people get their lives back on track and to participate in education and training. The Foundation Learning Tier (FLT), if it is successfully implemented, could also serve in this task. However, there are concerns that the FLT is not currently up to the task, and this must be addressed before it replaces successful schemes such as E2E. 
We believe passionately that non academic young people who have practical aptitude are not excluded from the apprenticeship scheme. One of the key benefits of the scheme is that it provides a hands-on learning experience for those who have currently been turned off the classroom based academic education system. Without this, the scheme will lose its real value. 
One of the problems which we have come into contact with, is in the formation of “one-off” apprenticeships for jobs which aren’t necessarily widespread or that exist in large volumes. SSCs/SSBs often have problems in the development of these frameworks, and take an inordinate amount of time over them, to the frustration of employers. For example, one chamber reported that a local school approached them to undertake the programme elements of an apprenticeship for a school caretaker, but were frustrated by how difficult it was to establish a framework. It should be easier for one off or small scale apprenticeship frameworks to be established through the incorporation of elements from existing frameworks. The new National Apprenticeship Service should contain officers with the responsibility for this. 
2.4. Credits

It is important for apprenticeship frameworks to have minimum credit levels, because this will help maintain quality and consistency, and will enable greater progression for apprentices. It is also vital that minimum credits are instituted if apprenticeships are going to be effectively integrated with the Qualifications Credit Framework (QCF). 
However, apprenticeship frameworks in different employment areas will require different numbers of credits because of the variation in complexity of knowledge required. For example, an engineering apprenticeship will require a greater number of credits than a business administration apprenticeship because of the greater level of technical complexity involved. 
2.5. Functional skills
It is vital the apprentices have the key functional skills that employers consistently say that they require. However, different apprenticeship frameworks will require different levels of attainment in different functional skills. An absolute minimum for all frameworks should be set at Level 1, in order not to exclude people from apprenticeships who for whatever reason are unable to achieve Level 2 in functional skills. Other frameworks where the demands on formal attainment in English and Mathematics are greater, should be able to set a higher minimum level of attainment. 
Likewise, attainment in ICT should be dependent on the apprenticeship framework, rather than a single minimum standard being issued for every single framework. 
2.6. Employee rights and responsibilities
While it is important for employees to understand their rights and responsibilities, this should be done through work based learning and within induction and orientation processes, as it is done with any other employee. We do not believe that it is appropriate to use teaching time for this area of the apprenticeship framework. Neither is it appropriate for there to be an assessment of employee rights and responsibilities to be assessed. Thiswill invariably be a overly bureaucratic examination process that will add little of value to the frameworks. 
2.7. Personal learning and thinking skills
Employers value personal learning and thinking skills. They are a vital part of apprenticeships. It is also important that personal learning and thinking skills are appropriate to the individual apprenticeship framework. Therefore SSCs/SSBs should have the flexibility to determine the extent, level and location of these skills within each apprenticeship. It is also important that they are assessed within the scope of apprenticeship frameworks, but this must be done through observation of competency rather than through formal assessment.
2.8. Minimum off-workstation training
Apprenticeships should first and foremost be about learning in the workplace, and gaining full competency within a particular vocational environment. Any scheme that does not follow this basic concept is not an apprenticeship, and should therefore not be branded as such. Setting apprenticeships within this context fundamentally misses the point of how apprenticeships should be undertaken. 
Therefore, we strongly believe that there should not be minimum off-station training attached to the apprenticeship programme as a whole. It will detract from the reasons why an employer might want to take on an apprentice. Young people who have chosen an apprenticeship for its vocationally based form of learning will be less likely to choose this route if there are clear set off-station training requirements. Many young people who have been disengaged because of the classroom based learning at school choose an apprenticeship because it provides a different kind of learning system, while also having clear routes into the world of work. 
Clearly, apprenticeships will require off-station training, but because each apprenticeship framework is different, it is will be hard to set a single minimum standard that can be maintained throughout every framework. Specifications here should be based around what is required for each individually. This applies to every apprenticeship level. 
2.9. Minimum entry requirements and progression routes
Apprenticeships patently require entry requirements and progression routes. We believe that there should be no exceptions to this, and it is acceptable for apprenticeships to gain a UCAS tariff rating. This will help aid progression for those that wish to go onto university, although DIUS should not become obsessed with routes into higher education, as it has been with Diplomas. If the apprenticeship frameworks prove themselves to be of sufficient quality, and if they are a good fit with a Level 4 degree, then progression routes into higher education will become clear.  
It is vital that apprenticeships and 14-19 Diplomas are linked together. This would be facilitated by both qualifications being fully integrated within the QCF. We perceive that many young people who undertake 14-19 Diplomas will find that moving into an apprenticeship is a natural route. It is therefore desirable that the elements of the 14-19 Diploma lead into, or link up with the programme elements of apprenticeships, as long as work based requirements of the latter guides the curriculum of the former. 
We believe that apprenticeship frameworks should fit together with the relevant professional qualifications for their specific sectors. While some already do this, there are many which do not, and this damages progression for those who undertake apprenticeships. For example, the professional qualifications of the both Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development and Institute Of Marketing do not recognise the Level 3 NVQ as part of their progression routes that apprentices undertake. If apprenticeships are to form a real vocational alternative, the host of vocational profession routes which employers recognise should link up effectively. 
2.10. Bureaucracy
Elements of the frameworks specified here, such as the areas around employee rights and responsibilities clearly will not aid in the reduction of the bureaucracy around apprenticeships. 
One of the main reasons our members complain about bureaucracy is because of the paperwork surrounding apprenticeships such as in the assessment of work place learning and for drawing down funding. It is this area that needs to be addressed if a reduction of bureaucracy is to be achieved. 
Bureaucracy must be addressed for providers as well as employers, who also find the present system to be overly burdensome. 
For further information on the BCC’s position please contact John Lucas, Policy Advisor at the BCC on: j.lucas@britishchambers.org.uk or Tel: 020 7654 5806.
