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By email from rebecca.conway@awarding.org.uk  
 
Dear Consultation Team 
 
As the Head of Policy and Strategy for the Federation of Awarding Bodies, I am delighted to have 
the opportunity to respond to this consultation on behalf of my organisation.  
 
The Federation of Awarding Bodies is the trade association for vocational and technical awarding 
organisations (AOs) and end point assessment organisations (EPAOs) with more than 105 
organisations in full membership ranging from large generic AOs to those working in specific 
occupational areas, including professional bodies. Our members operate across a wide range of 
vocational/technical sectors and provide high quality qualifications and assessment to support 
learners to progress into, and within, their chosen sector.  
 
This summary response focuses on how access to the free level 3 qualification offer (part of the 
National Skills Fund) can be further improved, ensuring that this provision has the broadest 
possible impact on those looking to upskill or reskill. 
 
The fact that the free level 3 offer is only available to those who do not already hold a level 3 
qualification is unduly restrictive and inhibits its usefulness for retraining. 64 per cent of adults 
aged 19-64 already hold a level 3 qualification in England (Labour Force Survey, 2019), 
meaning that regardless of the sector they currently work in or their employment status, they 
would not be able to retrain using this funded offer. Why should an unemployed adult who took A 
Levels decades ago be excluded from this funded offer, or those who find that their existing 
skillset is now outdated? This is a key issue with the programme and opening up eligibility would 
enable many more adults to retrain to meet skills needs.    

The funded qualifications available in this offer are limited to a number of sector-subject areas 
(SSA) originally chosen by the Department for Education. It was encouraging to see that the July 
update of the list of fundable qualifications included the addition of more than forty new courses 
including a new SSA – hospitality and catering. Some sectors, however, remain outside of this 
funded offer, such as sport, leisure and recreation, despite skills shortages and a desire for 
individuals to retrain in these areas. CIMSPA, the sector body for sport and physical activity, 
found that 85 per cent of employers in England were experiencing staff shortages in September 
2021 with the largest shortage being for swimming teachers. 45% of the employers across the 
UK who reported a staff shortage to CIMSPA had to partially close their facilities as a result. The 
funded level 3 offer must be agile enough to upskill people in all sectors experiencing skills and 
staff shortages. 
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The funded level 3 offer enables learners to do a first level 3 qualification if they do not currently 
hold a ‘full’ level 3 qualification. However, the list of qualifications fundable under the NSF offer 
cannot all be considered ‘full’ according to the Department for Education’s definition because 
they have less than 360 guided learning hours (GLH). Research by FE Week in March 2021 
found that only 53 per cent of qualifications fundable through the offer fell into this category. This 
funded offer could have a more significant impact on learners if they were able to receive funding 
for qualifications up to a total of 360 GLH, perhaps administered through an individual skills 
account. As the Education Select Committee has noted, adult learners benefit from the ability 
to study in ‘bite size’, modular chunks. Increasingly the flexibility of this funded offer would enable 
more adults to benefit while fitting training around work, family and other commitments.  
  
Our member awarding organisations are continuing to request additions to the list of funded 
qualifications as their centres and stakeholders (including employers) identify local skills needs. 
We ask for ongoing flexibility from ESFA in approving these qualifications to ensure that the 
widest range of courses possible is available to meet differing skills needs across the country as 
they develop and change.   
 
I would be happy to further discuss this response with the consultation team. 
 
All the best, 

 

 

Dr Rebecca Conway    

Head of Policy and Strategy 

Federation of Awarding Bodies   
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