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What are Apprenticeships?

Apprenticeships are a means of formal vocational training, whereby an apprentice gains recognised 
qualifications and essential skills alongside working and earning a wage. Apprenticeships are available 
across a wide range of sectors and these can take between one and five years to complete, depending 
on their level. 

Apprenticeships start at intermediate level (2), and go up to degree level, with bachelors (level 6) and 
masters (level 7) degree apprenticeships now on offer. 

Apprenticeships are available to anyone over the age of 16. Eligibility for different levels of apprenticeship 
depends on training providers, and existing qualifications. If the candidate has previously received 
funding for qualifications at a higher level, the government will now support retraining through 
apprenticeships, provided that they will be acquiring substantive new skills as an apprentice, and that the 
training is materially different from any prior training (read more in paragraph E57 of this document). 

In the 2016/17 academic year Department for Education statistics indicate that there were a total 108,550 
apprentices (apprenticeship participants) in the West Midlands. 

Apprenticeships are intended to equip individuals with the necessary skills, knowledge and behaviour 
they need for specific job roles, future employment and progression.

How can Apprenticeships affect my businesses?

Why Apprenticeships 

Employers hire and train apprentices for a wide range of reasons. The Department for Education’s 
2017 Apprenticeships Evaluation Employer Survey (here) asked workplaces that had started offering 
apprenticeships within the previous three years why they started doing so. 33% answered that they 
believe it is a good way to recruit new staff, or to up-skill existing staff (27%).  

When asked about the benefits of hiring an apprentice, employers cited developing skills relevant to the 
organisation (86%), and increased productivity (78%), product or service quality (74%) and staff morale 
(73%) as benefits resulting from training apprentices. 46% said their apprenticeship programme had 
helped them to win business. 

With skills gaps in the city and across the region, the GBCC’s Q4 2017 Quarterly Business Report showed 
that 57% of companies across Greater Birmingham that had added to their workforce in the last three 
months faced recruitment difficulties. Of these, 53% of manufacturers cited struggling to find candidates 
with the right technical background, and 45% of service sector organisations reported it challenging to 
hire individuals with the right professional skillset. 

Apprenticeships are an opportunity for businesses to avoid skills gaps by ensuring that new recruits are 
trained in the specific skills they need and by up- and re- skilling existing employees. They can also be a 
good way to attract the best young talent to an organisation. 

Funding for Apprenticeships

Employers with an annual payroll amounting to more than £3 million will already be required to pay the 
apprenticeship levy as of 6th April 2017. In return, they access funds equal to levy payments through 
the apprenticeship service. This is the platform through which levy-payers receive levy funds, manage 
apprentices and manage payments of levy funds to training providers. Levy funds can only currently 
be used for apprenticeship provision. Levy payers also receive a 10% top-up from government to their 
monthly contributions. After 24 months, funds in this digital account expire. 

Using annual UK payroll figures, employers can use this tool to estimate whether or not they will pay the 
apprenticeship levy, and the apprenticeship funding available to them.

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/605004/EMPLOYER_RULES_V2_FINAL.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/659710/Apprenticeships_evaluation_2017_employers.pdf
https://www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com/media/261416/chapter-7-skills-labour-market.pdf
https://estimate-my-apprenticeship-funding.sfa.bis.gov.uk/


Non-levy-paying organisations are required to pay just 10% to training organisations towards the cost of 
training and assessing their apprentices. The government will directly pay the training organisation the 
remaining 90%, up to the funding band maximum (beyond which employers are required to cover costs). 
Extra funding is available in circumstances detailed here. Regularly updated funding bands can be found 
here. Employers not paying the levy are to negotiate the best price for the training they require within 
the appropriate band. 

Alongside training costs, employers are required to pay apprentices a wage. Please click here for 
information on the National Minimum Wage for Apprentices.  

Employers are required to pay apprentices for the duration of their apprenticeship. It is up to the 
employer what to pay apprentices, but it must meet the National Minimum Wage for apprentices. Please 
click here for information on the National Minimum Wage for Apprentices. 

If levy-paying employers do not have sufficient funds in their apprenticeship service account to cover the 
cost of training, they will be required to make additional payments to the relevant training provider, which 
are eligible for this same government co-investment available to non-levy payers.

How are Apprenticeships changing?

Transferring Funds

Since the end of April, levy-paying employers will have seen their transfer allowance in their 
apprenticeship service account and since May, they have had the ability to fund apprenticeships in one 
other organisation through a transfer. Receiving organisations are consequently now able to register on 
the apprenticeship service and add details of their apprenticeships to this, in order to receive transfer 
payments. 

It has been announced that from July onwards, the previous restriction allowing transfers of up to 10% of 
levy funds to just one other organisation  is to be removed; this will allow levy payers to transfer a total 
of up to 10% of their levy funds to as many employers as they choose. This move comes after pressure 
from businesses and networks such as Chambers to increase the flexibility of apprenticeship funding. The 
government hopes it will lead to more quality apprenticeships being created and help employers to work 
together in partnership, supporting them to take on apprentices who may not have done so otherwise.  

Currently, levy-payers can transfer a maximum 10% of their annual levy funds. The 10% government top 
up will be included in calculating this amount. Transferred funds will be used to pay for the training and 
assessment cost of the apprenticeships agreed between the employers and will be paid monthly for the 
duration of the apprenticeship. 

This should allow large employers to ensure that levy funds they are unable to spend themselves are 
spent within their industry, or supply chains. It will also mean that non-levy payers have access to more 
funding for their training needs. This is significant as a British Chambers of Commerce Survey in 2017 
revealed that just 44% of businesses in the West Midlands eligible to pay the levy expect to recover 100% 
or more of their levy payment.1

There are (currently) some crucial caveats to this development in the funding of apprenticeships that 
employers need to be aware of however.  

Firstly, a transfer can only be used to pay for training and assessment for apprenticeship standards. 
Transferred funds cannot be used to pay for training and assessment for apprenticeship frameworks. 
Information about frameworks and standards can be found below.  

Secondly, levy-payers, in agreeing to fund apprenticeships through transfers to other employers, will be 
agreeing to fund the total cost of apprenticeships (upto the funding band maximum), and not just the 
10% co-investment that a non-levy-paying employer would theoretically be required to pay without that 
transfer.  

Thirdly, if levy-payers are currently transferring funds to another employer, they cannot receive 
transferred funds to pay for their own apprenticeships.  

 

 

1Unpublished data from the British Chambers of Commerce Workforce Survey 2017.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apprenticeship-funding-and-performance-management-rules-2017-to-2018
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apprenticeship-funding-bands
https://www.gov.uk/national-minimum-wage-rates
https://www.gov.uk/national-minimum-wage-rates


Fourthly, transferred funds will be non-refundable, and training providers cannot deliver the training for 
apprenticeships funded by a transfer of their own levy funds. 

Crucially for recipients, transfers can only fund up to the funding band maximum of a standard (as 
discussed above), and if the cost of training exceeds this, the employer receiving this transfer must pay 
the difference to the training provider. Similarly, if the employer transferring their levy funds runs out of 
transferrable funds, the recipient employer must make a 10% contribution to the cost of apprenticeship 
training and the government will co-invest the remaining 90% (upto the funding band maximum).  

It must also be noted that 10% of funds received by transfer from a levy-paying employer count as state 
aid. State aid is limited to €200,000 for any organisation within a three year period. 

Details on transferring apprenticeship service funds can be found here.

Frameworks to Standards
 
There are over 200, multi-occupational apprenticeship ‘frameworks,’ and hundreds of ‘pathways’ 
within them. The primary aim at the end of a framework is to have achieved a competency-based 
qualification, such as an NVQ, and a technical qualification, such as a BTEC. This is in addition to ‘on the 
job’ training. However, some employers have expressed concerns that apprentices can achieve these 
qualifications without actually acquiring the relevant skills for their job, and that the qualification side of 
apprenticeships do not match their specific needs. 

The Institute for Apprenticeships is currently working with ‘trailblazer’ groups, consisting of employers 
to create and develop new apprenticeship standards, which will replace apprenticeship frameworks by 
2020 and each apply to a single occupation. Standards are produced with business and industry in mind. 
They are occupation-focussed, and assess apprentices at the end, rather than throughout. Standards 
require apprentices to prove that they will be capable and qualified in their future role. Trailblazer groups 
can choose whether to build either mandatory or recommended qualifications into standards. Further 
information on Apprenticeship standards and the process for developing a new standard can be found 
here. 

Organisations can keep up to date on standards approved for delivery here.

T Levels

T levels are being proposed nationally to overhaul existing technical education provisions. The first 
three T levels in Digital, Construction and Education and Childcare will be taught from 2020. The full set 
of T levels will be introduced by 2022.3 This follows directly from an independent panel review in 2016 
concluding that the existing education system was too complex and included too many qualifications 
which didn’t provide young people with the necessary skills.4 
  
T levels will replace existing qualifications with 15 clear, career focussed routes. Within these will be over 
50% more training hours for 16-19 year old students, including a “high-quality,” 3-month work placement 
for each of them.5 

There is a level of confusion about the line between apprenticeships and T levels. The Post-16 skills plan 
(here) proposed that apprenticeships are to run alongside T levels, and in fact, four T level routes are to 
“primarily be delivered through apprenticeships.” The Department for Education further expresses the 
intention that T level content will also be based on occupational standards defined by employers, similar 
to apprenticeships. 

However, T levels and apprenticeships are distinguished as “two different, but equally valid routes into 
skilled employment.” In the same Post-16 skills plan it is said that while apprenticeships are paid jobs 
which include a significant training component aimed towards a specific occupation, T levels will be a 
new technical qualification. T levels are designed to develop work-related knowledge and skills, but for 
students not necessarily yet focussed on a particular occupation. 

The government has published a T level action plan providing further detail here. 
 
3Education Secretary Justine Greening, 11th October, here.
4 Report of the Independent Panel on Technical Education, here.
5 HM Treasury Policy Paper: Spring Budget 2017, Published 8th March 2017, here.

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/transferring-apprenticeship-service-funds
https://www.instituteforapprenticeships.org/developing-apprenticeships/what-is-an-apprenticeship-standard/
https://www.instituteforapprenticeships.org/apprenticeship-standards/?includeApprovedForDelivery=true
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/536043/Post-16_Skills_Plan.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/650969/T_level_Action_Plan.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/education-secretary-announces-first-new-t-levels
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/536046/Report_of_the_Independent_Panel_on_Technical_Education.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/spring-budget-2017-documents/spring-budget-2017


Where can you find more information on Apprenticeships?

Further information on apprenticeships from the government – what they are, employing apprentices, 
funding apprentices and more – can be found through this link. 

The GBCC will be keeping our members updated on key changes to apprenticeships through the ‘hot 
topics’ section of our website, here. Hot topic pages summarise key issues and policy changes affecting 
businesses, useful information for businesses and GBCC policy positions. Businesses can also learn 
about further developments to Apprenticeships (and T levels) through the GBCC’s Chamberlink daily 
e-newsletter, and subscribe to this here.

What is the GBCC position on Apprenticeships and Apprenticeship 
reforms?

Apprenticeships at all levels offer people vocational routes into work which allow businesses to develop 
the skills needed as workforces develop. Apprenticeships are an opportunity for employers to ensure that 
their businesses can lead advancements in technology, culture and shifting work patterns. The Greater 
Birmingham Chambers of Commerce are keen to dispel confusion about recent and ongoing reforms to 
apprenticeships, and to encourage businesses to consider taking on apprentices. 

The Chambers are reassured to see that the Institute for Apprenticeships (soon to be the Institute for 
Apprenticeships and Technical Education once its remit encompasses the new T levels) has already 
said that their key focus for 2018 will be doing more to streamline their processes and make them user-
friendly6.  It is also pleasing to see the new apprenticeship standards led by employers. 

However, the Department for Education needs to clarify the distinction between apprenticeships 
and T levels. It also needs to carefully consider whether the decline in apprenticeship starts since the 
introduction of the levy represents merely transitional ‘bumps in the road’ or more serious structural 
problems. The Chamber is concerned that the burden on non-levy paying companies to negotiate 
contracts with training providers to secure the limited amount of funding on offer in order to gain co-
investment from the government is too high.

Though we are pleased to see that levy-payers are now able to transfer levy funds to (numerous) other 
employers, we hope that this provision will widen further to allow transfers of over 10% of annual levy 
funds. It is also disheartening to see that transferred funds must pay for the entirety of an apprenticeship, 
with no co-investment but the 10% government top-up factored into the calculation of transferrable 
funds, and that transfers can only cover up to the funding band maximum of an apprenticeship standard, 
over which recipient employers must cover costs themselves. 

As these developments are announced, the Chamber is growing significantly concerned by the increasing 
complexity of the apprenticeship system, and we call on the government to take steps to simplify it.
 
If the apprenticeship levy becomes further utilised and apprenticeship starts rise again, national and local 
government must also cautiously monitor whether the levy-funding model creates regional disparities 
in access to training, given that London and the South East of England have 38% of the UK’s large 
businesses (who will likely pay the levy), but only 27% of the population. 

Finally, the Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce would like to see the Government focus on 
the quality of apprenticeships rather than the quantity as they continue to aim for a target of 3 million 
apprenticeship starts by 2020.The overriding priority has to be delivering high standards, with training 
providers accountable for the long-term results they deliver.

6 Paul Steeples, Strategic Advisor, Institute for Apprenticeships, 09/01/2018.

https://www.gov.uk/topic/further-education-skills/apprenticeships
https://www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com/research-campaigning/hot-topics/
https://www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com/latest-news/subscribe-to-our-newsletter/


About Our Sponsor
 
This “Hot Topic” and briefing paper is sponsored by Aston University.  

Aston University has over 100 years’ experience working in close partnership with enterprise, learners 
and communities to nurture professionals with relevant skills as well as knowledge that can be directly 
applied to business and industry. These partnerships include student placements, graduate job pathways, 
co-funded collaborative research and bespoke training courses. Aston is particularly known for its 
productive partnerships with local and global SMEs, as well as its strong links to large organisations such 
as BMW, HSBC, Greater Birmingham Chamber of Commerce and Jaguar Land Rover.  

Aston became the first University in the UK to offer degree apprenticeships in 2015 and is the first to 
have alumni who graduated the Digital and Technology Solutions Degree Apprenticeship in July 2017. 
By delivering practical degree apprenticeships developed with industry and approved by professional 
bodies, Aston has become the University of choice for organisations including Microsoft, Virgin Media, 
CGI, Capgemini and a growing number of SMEs, who are using degree apprenticeships to fill skills gaps 
and increase productivity. 

Click here for more information and advice about the levy and degree apprenticeships at Aston 
University. 

http://www.aston.ac.uk/study/degree-apprenticeships/

