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Robert Halfon MP,  

Minister of State for Apprenticeships and Skills,  

House of Commons,  

London,  

SW1A 0AA  

 

 

 

 

 

13th October 2016 

 

Dear Minister,  

An Open Letter to the Minister of State for Apprenticeships and Skills 

I am delighted to congratulate you on your appointment as Minister of State for 

Apprenticeships and Skills. As an MP who currently employs four apprentices, I am 

sure you fully understand the benefits of hiring an apprentice and the profoundly 

positive effect completing an apprenticeship can have on an individual’s life. 

Having attended the Conservative Party Conference and hosting an event, I was 

delighted to see the real commitment the party has to skills and apprenticeships. I 

was also delighted to hear that one of your priorities is to look into how to ensure 

disadvantaged young people can access and benefit from apprenticeships. YMCA 

Training noted during the Apprenticeships Debate fringe on the 3rd of October that 

you were keen to receive feedback relating to your aims from providers who work 

with disadvantaged young people. 

YMCA Training is one of the largest third sector training providers in the country, 

transforming the lives of young people and adults through work-related training, 

apprenticeships and employment support. Operating from 11 dedicated centres and 

over 100 employer premises across the UK, it offers an expanding range of 

programmes, including Advanced Apprenticeships and specialist programmes for 

local communities and employers. 

Our first point, simple as it may seem, is that adequate funding will be needed 

to ensure the Government achieve their ambition to improve social mobility. 
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With the recent raising of the participation age (RPA), we have seen a reduction in 

NEET figures and the subsequent loss of vital funding, including the Youth Contract. 

However, while unemployment figures appear to have improved, this shift to 

education may simply be masking and delaying the underlying challenge of finding 

work for many young people.  

YMCA Training still come across many, many young people who are not in 

education, employment or training with complex needs. A flexible funding package is 

still very much needed to support this cohort of young people to become ‘work 

ready’. Without this support, hiring 16-18 year old care leavers or those with 

education, health and care plans is simply not viable for many providers and 

employers, even with the proposed £1,000 incentive.  

YMCA Training recommend that the Government undertake a review into this 

cohort of young people and provide an approach distinct from that of other 

groups, which would include adequate and flexible support for the most hard 

to reach young people.  

The review could explore gaps in provision for young people, to examine whether 

current provision for disengaged young people is fit for purpose and what more can 

be done to ensure they are not left behind in the Government’s road to full 

employment.  

Furthermore, YMCA Training believe that proposed framework funding changes 

and the loss of disadvantage and area uplifts could have a detrimental effect 

come May 2017. As I am sure you will have seen, FE Week’s ‘Save our 

Apprenticeships’ campaign has demonstrated that if the proposed funding rules are 

implemented, we will see funding for 16-18 year olds fall, particularly in deprived 

areas. It also seems unreasoned to fund a standard at a higher rate than a 

framework, where there may be no end point assessment or Apprenticeship 

Assessment Organisation ready to pass the apprentice. 

We also believe that the Government would see a rise in employment of 16-18 

year olds and hard to reach learners if employers did not have to make any 

contribution for 16–18 year olds and level 2 learners, as these learners require 
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much more support from providers and employers.   

YMCA Training responded to the Government’s consultation in August 2016 and do 

hope the Department for Education has taken the sectors concerns on board. 

 

To better able young people to take on apprenticeships, we believe that the 

Government should review its GCSE policy, especially in relation to childcare 

apprenticeships, where the GCSE requirement is having a devastating effect 

on the sector.   

 

Functional Skills contextualises core English and maths skills and is proven to 

engage learners who have not achieved GCSE grade ‘C’ and above, it especially 

helps the most disadvantaged young people who may have experienced disruptive 

home lives, homelessness or mental illness into work by allowing them to fulfil their 

potential. 

YMCA Training too often experience the constant knock backs of GCSE failure and 

the way it can halt learner’s progression. For example, one of our learners ‘Emma’ is 

18 years old and works 40 hours per week in a private nursery.  Ambitious, bright 

and already pragmatic about the ‘real world’ she enjoys her role and finds working 

preferable to being at school. Emma says she is ‘not particularly academic’ and 

achieved D’s and E’s at GCSE.  

Emma is studying the Early Years Educator Level 3 Apprenticeship course with 

YMCA Training, which means she also has to study GCSE English and maths if she 

wants to qualify. Emma enjoys studying English and understands the correlation 

between her having good levels of literacy and numeracy and her doing her job more 

effectively when it comes to engaging with the children and communicating with 

parents and colleagues.  

Even though she enjoys finding out about 19th Century literature and the literary, 

cultural and historical world it opens up to her, she struggles to contextualise this in 

relation to her own work and this means the skills she is learning do not feel 

transferable.  
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Due to the lack of time she is able to study in relation to her peers taking A-Levels or 

studying at college, Emma feels that because she has chosen to go into the 

workplace and follow an apprenticeship she is being penalised.  

With Emma trying to work and prepare with far less time than those who attend 

college, she fears it will be a struggle and her hopes of career progression will be 

dashed for another year at least. 

YMCA Training understand that employers often ask for GCSE’s when hiring an 

apprentice, but this could largely be due to a misunderstanding of the value of 

different qualifications in an ever-changing sector. YMCA Training have experienced 

firsthand that if employers are made aware of the relevance of Functional Skills, they 

are very positive about the qualification as an alternative to GCSE’s. 

GCSE’s, whilst widely recognised, are designed to be delivered over two years 

in an academic setting.  YMCA Training believe that Functional Skills should 

be viewed as a positive and viable alternative to GCSE’s and that the focus on 

improving GCSE success should remain in schools. 

To increase the take up of apprentices, communication and careers advice should be 

improved. In the recently released National Audit Office Report into Apprenticeships, 

it was suggested that only ¼ of employers are aware of the new apprenticeship 

standards and that 8% said they planned to offer them within the next five years.  

Furthermore, during our Party Conference event ‘Our 2020 Vision for 

Apprenticeships: Are You Ready’ we heard from the Federation of Small Businesses, 

who suggested that non-levy paying employers feel left out and as though most 

rhetoric has focused on levy-paying companies.  

The FSB also suggested that small employers may ‘step back’ from apprenticeships, 

as they simply do not have the time or understanding of the reform system. This, as 

you know, would be a travesty, considering the majority of apprenticeships are 

delivered through smaller businesses, which help improve local skills gaps.  

YMCA Training therefore believe that communication needs to be improved 

across all strands of the apprenticeship reform system; employers need to be 
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made aware of the benefits of hiring apprentices and learners, schools and parents 

need access to quality and impartial careers information, including destinations and 

earnings data. 

In summary, YMCA Training make the following recommendations:  

 Adequate pre-apprenticeship funding and support for young people who are 

NEET or not ‘work ready’. 

 Realistic timescales for the switchover to standards and for framework funding to 

remain the same until the new system is completely up and running. 

 No employer contribution requirement for 16–18 year olds and level 2 learners.  

 The Functional Skills review to be published as soon as possible and for the 

GCSE requirement in childcare apprenticeships to be removed. 

 Better communication with businesses and improved careers advice for young 

people, schools and parents. 

YMCA Training believe the apprenticeship reforms have the potential to have a 

profoundly positive impact if implemented correctly and I do hope you have found our 

recommendations useful.  

We would like to take this opportunity to invite you to visit one of our centres, to talk 

to our learners and discuss their experiences. We would also welcome a face to face 

meeting to share with you our knowledge of providing progression routes to 

sometimes the most disadvantaged young people in society. 

I look forward to hearing from you. 

Yours sincerely,  

 

 

 

Lady Andrée Deane-Barron 

Managing Director YMCA Training 

 


