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Slow progress

The deadlock over GCSEs at Level 3 has set early years apprenticeships back years. Following
the Government U-turn and the sacking of the trailblazer group, what now? asks Hannah Crown

he apprenticeship levy,
which comes in next
month, is supposed to
herald a new dawn for
apprenticeships: three
million are to be created
by 2020, with the new funding sys-
tem intended to make this possible.
But for the early years sector, things
aren’t looking so rosy, despite the
Government’s insistence on GCSEs
for Early Years Educator qualifica-
tions at Level 3 finally collapsing
early this month.

At the forefront of the movement
to re-instate functional skills, which
spawned a campaign group called
‘Save Our Early Years’, were the trail-
blazers. Yet the trailblazer group has
won the war but lost the battle, hav-
ing been sacked in February over the
‘very slow progress’. The DfE says the
trailblazer group published only one
out of nine standards in three years.

Now things are turning bitter with
the group’s two former chairs making
allegations of Government ‘victimi-
sation’ over the GCSEs issue. Mean-

while, a new trailblazer group has
been set up by nursery group Busy
Bees to take the work forward. And
fears over funding continue.

STANDARDS
Trailblazers were set up as a rep-
resentative group of employers
designed to ensure that new employ-
ees get the skills they need. In 2013,
the Government said, ‘Under the
reforms, employers will be put in the
driving seat to create new apprentice-
ship standards that will deliver the
skills businesses and learners need to
compete in the global race’
Following the sacking of the early
years trailblazer group on 17 Febru-
ary (see timeline), Chrissy Meleady
of Early Years Equality told Nurs-
ery World that the group was ‘in an
impossible position from the start’.
She said members of the group
had told the Department for Educa-
tion that, ‘The group is strongly of
the view that it is the Government’s
failure to bring to a conclusion the
impasse over the recognised equiva-

‘Justtwo
weeks

before the
Government
backtracked
ontheGCSEs
theystoodus
down. They
wanted usto
changeour
positionon
wanting the
reasonable
equivalents’

lencies to GCSE maths and English
which has led to the failure to secure
all nine early years standards.

Ms Meleady said, ‘The GCSE
equivalents result is a great thing for
the sector. We initiated and held the
line at the request of employers in
this three-year battle to get this result,
and other organisations then joined
in. Just two weeks before the Govern-
ment backtracked on the GCSEs, they
stood us down.

‘The Government wanted us to
change our position on wanting the
reasonable equivalents to GCSEs,
and leave it for the minister to decide
— despite the fact we were told it may
not be a favourable outcome.

‘I felt we were bullied, threatened
and intimidated to drop the sector
employers’ request for reasonable
equivalents and also to hand over
the work we had done on the stand-
ards and assessments to an alterna-
tive trailblazer group. As chair I have
been seeking legal advice about how
we were being treated and the more
recent decision to stand us down.
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The first and only trailblazer
standard to be published, in Novem-
ber 2014, was the Level 3, with the
employers’ wording altered by the
DfE so that the phrase ‘all reason-
able equivalents’ was removed, leav-
ing GCSEs as the main English and
maths qualification option. The asso-
ciated Level 3 assessment has not
been published, but the group says
it was submitted in January 2015.
Ms Meleady says that in fact all the
standards had all been developed in
draft, and submitted to Government
officials, but could not be submitted
formally until the impasse over the
GCSEs was resolved.

Cheryl Hadland, who chaired
the group before Ms Meleady, and
remained a member, agrees the group
has been victimised. She adds, ‘Less
than a week after accepting chair of
the group, it was made clear that the
trailblazer brief did not apply to early
years; instead we were expected to
ratify decisions already made by the
DfE. All suggestions to do otherwise
were disrespected and instead we
were flooded with loads of paperwork,
and hoops were changed in retrospect.
To now blame us for their refusal to
accept no to GCSEs being mandatory,
with no equivalents, is no surprise
given their behaviour throughout, but
also a sad day for democracy. Chrissy
deserves a medal for continuing to
fight for what we knew was right for
the sector for so long?

She adds the group had carried out
extensive consultation, with focus
groups being held around the coun-
try, while Ms Meleady estimates that

80 universities were consulted.

Carolyn Silberfeld, chair of the Ear-
ly Childhood Studies Degrees Net-
work, has worked with the trailblazer
group on the standards and assess-
ments in development in an advisory
capacity. She says the group’s work
had been ‘robust’, adding, ‘The trail-
blazers have been put in a very dif-
ficult situation by the Government,
with the uncertainty about GCSEs.

‘T would support reinstatement of
the group - it would be a retrograde
step to appoint another. The trailblaz-
ers have tried to address all issues
but keep a quality programme, and I
think they have done a very good job.
I hope the standards, when they come
out, are based on what the group has
done’

Earlier this month, skills minister
Robert Halfon said, ‘All nine standards
that the Early Years Trailblazer was
approved to develop in 2014 remain
in development. We are committed to
ensuring all standards and assessment
plans are developed in a timely man-
ner. We have therefore notified the
trailblazer that we have withdrawn
their right to develop these standards’

A DfE spokesperson made no com-
ment on Ms Meleady’s claims.

RIVALTRAILBLAZERS

An alternative group was set up two
years after the original trailblazer
was formed (see timeline). Led by the
UK’s largest nursery chain Busy Bees,
which left the original trailblazer
group (along with Bright Horizons)
after the Level 3 standard was pub-
lished, it is comprised of 13 nurseries

‘“The
trailblazers
have been
putinavery
difficult
situation

by the
Government,
with the
uncertainty
about GCSEs’

TIMELINE

March 2014

The original trailblazer group is set up to devise nine standards from Levels
2-7.1tincludes the Pre-School Learning Alliance, National Day Nurseries
Association, Tops Day Nurseries, Kids Allowed, Bertram Nursery Group,
Busy Bees and Bright Horizons.

August 2014

The Level 3 standard is first submitted. It is re-submitted and published in
November, but with the trailblazer’s phrase ‘all reasonable equivalents’
left out, meaning that GCSEs are the main literacy and numeracy
qualification option.

Original trailblazer members Busy Bees, Bright Horizons and training
provider PBD leave the group. Some say it ‘lacked democracy’.

January 2015

The accompanying assessment at Level 3 is submitted, but not published.

Autumn 2016

Fay Gibbin, training manager at Busy Bees, submits an expression of
interest to the DfE to set up an alternative group to work on standards at
Levels 4,5 and 6. This is rejected because it overlaps with what the original
trailblazer group was set up to do.

February 2017

The original trailblazer group is sacked because of ‘very slow progress’.

March 2017

Busy Bees confirms it will lead a new childcare apprenticeship group.

plus Birmingham City University.

Fay Gibbin, the group’s training
manager, responsible for the train-
ing of 1,500 apprentices, submitted
an expression of interest in develop-
ing standards at Levels 4, 5 and 6 last
year, including a one-year course for
an early years advanced practitioner
(Level 4). The expression of inter-
est was rejected by the Government
because of overlap with the existing
trailblazer’s work.

Three of the nurseries in the group
were Busy Bees nurseries, while oth-
ers included Blossom Day Nursery in
Basingstoke and Shapes Day Nursery
in Coventry (both listed twice).

Ms Gibbin confirmed to Nursery
World that Busy Bees will lead a new
trailblazer group, which she says will
review and develop the Level 3 EYE
standards produced by the former
trailblazer. The DfE says it has also
been approved to develop standards
for two-year courses at Levels 5 (Ear-
ly Years Senior Practitioner) and 6
(Early Years Lead Practitioner).

Ms Gibbin says, ‘From the very
beginning, our intentions were to
develop the standards for Level 5
and 6 apprenticeship frameworks
to provide our childcare practition-
ers with a total career path from
Level 2 up to degree level. In order
for an employer to express interest
in developing a set of standards, it
must demonstrate support from that
sector and provide details of the pro-
posed employer group.

‘When forming the group to devel-
op the Level 5 and 6 standards, we
made it clear that each employer
needed to appreciate the time com-
mitment involved. The group has
been carefully formed and consists
of organisations that represent
the sector, already actively support
apprenticeships, and those that rec-
ognise and understand whole sector
challenges.

‘We were always fully aware that
the original trailblazer group had the
rights to develop the apprenticeship
standards from Level 3 through to
level 6. However, following the dis-
persal of the group in February 2017,
Busy Bees were then approached
by the Department for Education
to review and develop the Level 3
EYE standards, which we have now
agreed’

She adds that the group is going to
carry out a wider consultation with
employers on the Level 3 standard.

Busy Bees has previously said
functional skills are ‘a credible >
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alternative to GCSEs, and would like
to see the Government reconsider
its decision not to allow these as an
alternative’.

A DfE spokeswoman says, ‘Quality
is at the heart of our apprenticeship
reforms. In recognition of that, we
have approved a proposal led by Busy
Bees Childcare to develop standards
covering early years occupations.

“The trailblazer will build on exist-
ing work on the standards, ensuring
that they are up to date and meet the
needs of the sector’

The spokeswoman adds that
standards are not necessarily needed
at every level, and the new trailblazer
will carry out ‘mapping work’ to iden-
tify the sector’s requirements, hinting
that some of'the previous draft stand-
ards coud be dropped. ‘We will be
supporting the trailblazer to ensure
they can make quick progress, she
says.

FUNDING

Meanwhile, there may not be enough
money to pay for a controversial new
system for apprenticeship funding in
SMEs (co-investment, or mandatory
cash contributions) in the long term,
sector leaders claim.

The Government’s apprentice-
ship levy, which comes into force
next month and is a tax on the larg-
est businesses in the UK, had been
designed so that funds left unspent
would roll on into the separate co-
investment system used to fund
apprentices in SMEs.

Yet according to the sector experts,
large employers want to see all of
their investment returned, and are
planning to spend all of their contri-
butions — meaning there may not be
any money left.

Andrew Gladstone-Heighton, pol-
icy leader at qualification awarding
body NCFE, says the potential lack
of rollover funds is a ‘common con-
cern’ in the sector. He adds, “To fund
non-levy-payers [SMEs], the Govern-
ment are counting on levy-payers
not recouping all their costs, leaving
a surplus in the overall levy system.
As far as I can tell, there is no official
government document that provides
clarity on the above issue. I’ve been
given personal reassurance from
senior sources at the Apprenticeship
Delivery Service that the modelling
that policy-makers have undertaken
has shown that the levy system will
create enough surplus to keep the
supply of cash available for the 90 per
cent funding of non-levy-payers.

But he adds he hasn’t seen the
evidence. ‘The only real analysis I've
seen on this matter has been through
commentators and fellow policy ana-
lysts outside of government.

Mark Dawe, CEO of the Associa-
tion of Employment and Learning
Providers, says, ‘Unless the Govern-
ment guarantees a minimum £1bn
in annual funding for the appren-
ticeships of small businesses over
the longer term, we may have only
a short window of two years to meet
demand for apprenticeships in
nurseries before the sector faces
a major skills challenge again’

The Treasury had predicted
in 2015 that the levy would
raise £3bn in 2019/20, but
in last’s year’s Autumn State-
ment, Government forecasts
suggested that the levy would
raise £200m less.

The DfE was unable to comment.

What’s more, the amount of
money being allocated to the early
years apprenticehsip framework is
controversially low. The former trail-
blazer estimated that an apprentice-
ship costs £8,000 to deliver, yet the
maximum price cap for a Level 3
apprentice is now £2,500 before top-
ups, leaving a huge potential shortfall.

Ten per cent of this would be pay-
able by the employer under the new
funding system for SMEs coming into
force in April, with the rest paid by the
Government.

Last year, providers calculated that
the new system could mean certain
apprentices face funding cuts of over
half. Ross Midgley, director of train-
ing company PBD, says providers
accepting 16- to 18-year-olds on Level
3 courses in the most deprived areas
of the country face cuts of 42 per cent
in funding on the previous system.

AELP and others have said this
doesn’t fit in with the Government’s
new social mobility agenda.

Mr Midgley will be charging
employers £240 for a Level 2 appren-
ticeship or £300 for a Level 3 appren-
ticeship including VAT, as a one-off
upfront payment, saying his prof-
its will take a hit to support this. He
says, ‘Training providers will have to
become more efficient, less profitable
or cut quality. I am confident we can
maintain our quality in the face of this,
but I am a lot less confident that quali-
ty across the board won’t be impacted?

This situation is, however, tempo-
rary — the funding rates only apply to
apprenticeship frameworks, which are
being replaced. When the new stand-

Trailblazer members
discussed GCSE
problems with
delegates at Nursery
World’s Business
Summitin2015.
Above: Stella
Ziolkowski, NDNA,
Michael Freeston,
Pre-school Learning
Alliance. Inset:
Chrissy Meleady,
Jennie Johnson of
Kids Allowed

‘Inthe early
years, you
don’tneedan
apprentice-
ship,youjust
needanEYE
qualification
—thatis what
givesyou
licenceto
practise’

ards finally come in, appren-

ticeships are expected to be

relatively better funded, Mr

Midgley says. But there will

be extra new costs associated

with an end-point assessment
(estimated by NCFE tobeup toa
fifth of the cost of the standard), to
be carried out by an external company.

The new system sets an important
precedent, says Mr Midgley. ‘Once
the Government moves away from
zero employer contribution, they can
move from [the current contribu-
tion of ] 10 per cent to 20 per cent [in
future]. They are trying to establish
the principle that employers have to
pay for apprenticeships.

He is despondent about their
future in the early years sector.

‘The Government seems to be
doing absolutely everything they can
to incentivise learners to go another
route than to get an apprenticeship.

‘Particularly in the early years, you
don’t need an apprenticeship at Level
3, you just need an EYE qualification —
that is what gives you licence to practise.

‘T don’t think it’s any exaggeration
to say if the end-point assessment
is made any more difficult, or if the
funding gets any tighter, then I don’t
think we will see early years appren-
ticeships at Level 3.

When he was Secretary of State for
Business, Innovation and Skills, Sajid
Javid said the ‘levy will put employers
at the heart of paying for and choos-
ing apprenticeship training, and
place the funding of apprenticeships
on a sustainable footing’.

A DfE spokesperson says, ‘We
have doubled funding for appren-
ticeships to £2.5 billion by 2019-20
— twice what was spent in 2010-11. =

@ The apprenticeship levy is also
going to affect maintained
schools. See the online edition.
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