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Ofsted Inspections of Apprenticeship Grades Analysis
Curriculum and teaching, Achievement, and Participation and development: what 281 report cards show, by provider type
This report draws on 281 Ofsted report cards for providers whose inspection graded apprenticeships under the renewed education inspection framework. The inspections took place between 11 November 2025 and 15 September 2026. The report looks only at the three apprenticeship evaluation areas: curriculum and teaching, achievement, and participation and development. It sets out the grades by provider type and then reads the inspectors’ own text in each area to show what separates the grades.
Scope and method
What was counted. For each report, the grade stated against each of the three apprenticeship evaluation areas was taken directly from the report text, together with the text inspectors wrote under that heading. Grades for inclusion, leadership and governance, and other provision types appear in the same reports but are outside the scope of this edition.
Provider type. The report cards do not state a provider type. Provider type was taken from Ofsted’s published management information for further education and skills (as at 31 August 2026). For 228 reports it came from the list of full inspections in that dataset. The other 53 reports are inspections that started from July 2026 and are not yet in that list, so their type came from Ofsted’s list of eligible providers in the same file. Ofsted’s own classification is used without change. This means some organisations a reader might expect to see elsewhere are grouped as independent learning providers in Ofsted’s data, for example Hampshire Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust, Oxford Health NHS Foundation Trust, Gower College Swansea and Robert Bosch Limited.
How the text was analysed. The 50 curriculum and achievement passages graded Needs attention or Urgent improvement were read in full, and the weaknesses in the 30 participation and development passages graded Needs attention were read sentence by sentence. Themes in these 80 passages were tallied by hand. The 174 passages graded Strong standard or Exceptional were searched for weakness wording and every result was checked by hand; the participation and development passages at this grade were also read. For the 589 passages graded Expected standard, sentences using weakness wording were grouped by keyword. Those Expected standard counts are indicative only, because the search picks up some sentences that are not criticisms, one sentence can touch more than one theme, and keyword grouping can miss phrasing. All quotations in this report have been checked word for word against the source report.
Limits. Sample sizes outside independent learning providers are small: 35 employer providers, 14 general FE colleges, 9 higher education institutions, 5 local authority providers and 2 specialist FE colleges. Percentages for the smaller groups can move a long way with one inspection and should be read with that in mind. The reports describe what inspectors found; they do not explain why one provider type differs from another, and this report does not attempt to.

Dataset overview
	Provider type
	Reports
	Share

	Independent learning providers
	216
	76.9%

	Employer providers
	35
	12.5%

	General FE colleges
	14
	5.0%

	Higher education institutions
	9
	3.2%

	Local authority providers
	5
	1.8%

	Specialist FE colleges
	2
	0.7%

	All providers
	281
	100%



Each report carries three apprenticeship grades, so the dataset holds 843 grades in total.
Headline findings
Expected standard is the norm. 131 of the 281 providers (47%) were graded Expected standard in all three areas. Only 3 of the 843 grades (0.4%) were Exceptional: University of Exeter for achievement and for participation and development, and Crosby Aviation Training Limited for curriculum and teaching.
Participation and development is the hardest area in which to reach Strong standard and the most common area for Needs attention. 15% of providers were Strong or above here, against 22% for curriculum and teaching and 25% for achievement. It also carries the most Needs attention grades (30).
Employer providers received no grade below Expected standard. Across 35 employer providers and 105 grades, there is no Needs attention or Urgent improvement. 43% were Strong for achievement.
General FE colleges have the lowest share of Strong grades. One of 14 colleges was Strong for curriculum and teaching, one for achievement and none for participation and development. Four of the 14 had at least one Needs attention grade.
Higher education institutions have the highest share of Strong grades for achievement and for participation and development (5 of 9 in each), but the sample is small.
All five Urgent improvement grades are for achievement at independent learning providers. Each of those five providers was also graded Needs attention for curriculum and teaching.
Weak achievement is about completion. 24 of the 27 achievement passages graded Needs attention or Urgent improvement say that too few apprentices complete or that too many leave early. In 8 of them, inspectors also say that apprentices who do complete gain high grades.
Weak curriculum and teaching is mostly about the link with employers. 16 of the 23 curriculum passages graded Needs attention cite weak employer involvement, weak progress reviews with employers, or poor coordination of on- and off-the-job training. In at least 15 of those same 23 passages, inspectors still describe tutors as expert or experienced.
Weak participation and development is mostly about whether apprentices understand and remember the wider curriculum. 22 of the 30 passages graded Needs attention say apprentices do not understand or cannot recall topics such as fundamental British values, radicalisation and extremism, or healthy relationships. 17 cite weak careers guidance.
A Strong grade comes with almost no qualification. Across all 174 Strong or Exceptional passages, only three sentences identify a weakness: one in curriculum and teaching and two in achievement, all about English or mathematics. None was found in participation and development.
1. Grades by provider type
Curriculum and teaching
	Provider type
	Reports
	Exceptional
	Strong
	Expected
	Needs attention
	Urgent improvement

	Independent learning providers
	216
	1
	45
	150
	20
	0

	Employer providers
	35
	0
	9
	26
	0
	0

	General FE colleges
	14
	0
	1
	11
	2
	0

	Higher education institutions
	9
	0
	3
	6
	0
	0

	Local authority providers
	5
	0
	1
	3
	1
	0

	Specialist FE colleges
	2
	0
	1
	1
	0
	0

	All providers
	281
	1
	60
	197
	23
	0



	Provider type
	Reports
	Strong or above
	Needs attention or below

	Independent learning providers
	216
	46 (21%)
	20 (9%)

	Employer providers
	35
	9 (26%)
	0 (0%)

	General FE colleges
	14
	1 (7%)
	2 (14%)

	Higher education institutions
	9
	3 (33%)
	0 (0%)

	Local authority providers
	5
	1 (20%)
	1 (20%)

	Specialist FE colleges
	2
	1 (50%)
	0 (0%)

	All providers
	281
	61 (22%)
	23 (8%)



Higher education institutions (3 of 9) and employer providers (9 of 35) have the highest shares of Strong grades in this area among the larger groups. Independent learning providers sit at 21%, which is close to the overall rate of 22%. General FE colleges are lowest at 1 of 14. Needs attention grades are concentrated in independent learning providers (20 of the 23), with two general FE colleges and one local authority provider making up the rest.
Achievement
	Provider type
	Reports
	Exceptional
	Strong
	Expected
	Needs attention
	Urgent improvement

	Independent learning providers
	216
	0
	47
	145
	19
	5

	Employer providers
	35
	0
	15
	20
	0
	0

	General FE colleges
	14
	0
	1
	10
	3
	0

	Higher education institutions
	9
	1
	4
	4
	0
	0

	Local authority providers
	5
	0
	2
	3
	0
	0

	Specialist FE colleges
	2
	0
	0
	2
	0
	0

	All providers
	281
	1
	69
	184
	22
	5



	Provider type
	Reports
	Strong or above
	Needs attention or below

	Independent learning providers
	216
	47 (22%)
	24 (11%)

	Employer providers
	35
	15 (43%)
	0 (0%)

	General FE colleges
	14
	1 (7%)
	3 (21%)

	Higher education institutions
	9
	5 (56%)
	0 (0%)

	Local authority providers
	5
	2 (40%)
	0 (0%)

	Specialist FE colleges
	2
	0 (0%)
	0 (0%)

	All providers
	281
	70 (25%)
	27 (10%)



Achievement has the highest share of Strong grades of the three areas (25% overall). Employer providers stand out: 15 of 35 (43%) were Strong and none were below Expected standard. Independent learning providers carry all five Urgent improvement grades. General FE colleges have the highest rate of Needs attention for achievement of any group with more than five reports: 3 of 14 (21%).





Participation and development
	Provider type
	Reports
	Exceptional
	Strong
	Expected
	Needs attention
	Urgent improvement

	Independent learning providers
	216
	0
	23
	167
	26
	0

	Employer providers
	35
	0
	12
	23
	0
	0

	General FE colleges
	14
	0
	0
	12
	2
	0

	Higher education institutions
	9
	1
	4
	3
	1
	0

	Local authority providers
	5
	0
	2
	2
	1
	0

	Specialist FE colleges
	2
	0
	1
	1
	0
	0

	All providers
	281
	1
	42
	208
	30
	0



	Provider type
	Reports
	Strong or above
	Needs attention or below

	Independent learning providers
	216
	23 (11%)
	26 (12%)

	Employer providers
	35
	12 (34%)
	0 (0%)

	General FE colleges
	14
	0 (0%)
	2 (14%)

	Higher education institutions
	9
	5 (56%)
	1 (11%)

	Local authority providers
	5
	2 (40%)
	1 (20%)

	Specialist FE colleges
	2
	1 (50%)
	0 (0%)

	All providers
	281
	43 (15%)
	30 (11%)



This area shows the sharpest difference between provider types. Independent learning providers reached Strong standard in only 23 of 216 reports (11%), which is half their rate for the other two areas. Employer providers reached it in 12 of 35 (34%). No general FE college was Strong for participation and development. Independent learning providers also have their highest Needs attention count here (26).







Overall profile by provider type
	Provider type
	Reports
	At least one Strong or above
	At least one Needs attention or below
	Expected in all three

	Independent learning providers
	216
	68 (31%)
	45 (21%)
	104 (48%)

	Employer providers
	35
	20 (57%)
	0 (0%)
	15 (43%)

	General FE colleges
	14
	2 (14%)
	4 (29%)
	8 (57%)

	Higher education institutions
	9
	7 (78%)
	1 (11%)
	2 (22%)

	Local authority providers
	5
	2 (40%)
	2 (40%)
	1 (20%)

	Specialist FE colleges
	2
	1 (50%)
	0 (0%)
	1 (50%)

	All providers
	281
	100 (36%)
	52 (19%)
	131 (47%)



Only two providers hold both a Strong grade and a Needs attention grade across the three areas: University of Leeds and Electrical Testing Limited, both Expected for curriculum, Strong for achievement and Needs attention for participation and development. In every other report, grades are either at or above Expected in all three areas or at or below Expected in all three.
21 providers were Strong or above in all three areas. They are listed in Appendix A. Five were graded Needs attention in all three: four independent learning providers and one general FE college. A further two independent learning providers, Averee Ltd and Electric Mayonnaise Ltd, were graded Needs attention for curriculum and teaching and for participation and development, and Urgent improvement for achievement.
2. How the three grades relate
155 of the 281 providers (55%) received the same grade in all three areas. 121 have grades one step apart. Five have grades two steps apart, and none are further apart than that.
Curriculum and achievement. Of the 61 providers Strong or above for curriculum and teaching, 40 were also Strong or above for achievement. Of the 23 graded Needs attention for curriculum, 14 were also Needs attention or Urgent improvement for achievement.
Achievement can be weak where teaching is now at the expected standard. Of the 27 providers graded Needs attention or Urgent improvement for achievement, 13 were Expected for curriculum and teaching. Several achievement passages describe low completion in previous years alongside recent action on retention. Across the 27, five say it is too early or too soon to see the impact of that action.
Participation and development weakness often stands alone. Of the 30 providers graded Needs attention for participation and development, 20 were Expected for curriculum and teaching.
Participation and development lags curriculum more often than it leads. Participation and development was graded lower than curriculum and teaching in 54 reports and higher in 29.
By inspection date, the share of reports with at least one Needs attention grade was 11% for November to December 2025 (4 of 35), 26% for January to March 2026 (28 of 107), 15% for April to June 2026 (12 of 78) and 13% for July to mid-September 2026 (8 of 61). The share with at least one Strong grade stayed between 34% and 40% throughout. Ofsted’s published data runs only to 31 August 2026, so it was not possible to check whether the folder holds every inspection from September 2026.
3. Curriculum and teaching: what the text says
Needs attention (23 reports)
Every one of the 23 passages was read in full. The weaknesses inspectors identify fall into a small number of recurring themes. One passage often contains several.
	Weakness identified by inspectors
	Reports (of 23)

	Employer involvement, progress reviews with employers, or coordination of on- and off-the-job training
	16

	Feedback or checking of understanding not good enough
	10

	Leaders’ oversight of the quality of training
	7

	Apprentices not prepared for final assessment, or unclear about grades they could achieve
	6

	Starting points or prior knowledge not used to plan training
	6



The link with employers is the clearest single theme. Inspectors describe apprentices whose off-the-job training is disconnected from their role and employers who do not know what is being taught.
“Too often, apprentices complete work independently of their job role which means that these apprentices are not able to apply what they learn during their training fully in the workplace.” 
“Consequently, employers do not consistently understand the full curriculum taught to their apprentices and how best to support them.” 
“Staff do not ensure that employers are aware of the new knowledge and skills apprentices learn during their block-week training periods before returning to the workplace.” 
Strengths still appear in these passages. In at least 15 of the 23, inspectors describe tutors, trainers or assessors as expert, experienced or suitably qualified. Many also describe a logically sequenced curriculum. Staff expertise and a well-ordered curriculum were present in providers that still fell short of the expected standard.
One passage describes teaching shaped around assessment rather than the occupation:
“However, teaching is often too focused on meeting assessment needs and does not develop the wider knowledge, skills and behaviours that apprentices need or challenge those with prior knowledge to develop their skills further.” 
Expected standard (197 reports)
Grouped by keyword, the most common topics in weakness sentences were feedback, including correction of errors in written English (43), employer involvement, progress reviews or on- and off-the-job coordination (40), and assessment or checking of understanding (36). Targets (11), use of starting points or stretch (9) and English and mathematics (8) appear less often. These are the same themes that dominate the Needs attention passages, at lower intensity: typically “a few” or “in a minority of cases” rather than “too many”.
Strong standard and above (61 reports)
Only one sentence identifying a weakness was found: Where educators do not routinely identify grammatical errors. Inspectors describe staff as expert or highly experienced in 53 of the 61 (87%). Similar language appears in most Expected passages too, so staff expertise alone does not separate the grades. The Exceptional passage for the provider achieving it shows two features that recur in Strong reports: training and work planned together with the employer, and teaching paced to what apprentices can already do.
“Trainers and employers work seamlessly to adjust training plans and apprentices' work duties to maximise the benefits of these very valuable opportunities.” 
“They bring content forward where they identify that apprentices can access more complex content earlier.” 
4. Achievement: what the text says
Needs attention and Urgent improvement (27 reports)
Every passage was read in full. 24 of the 27 say that too few apprentices complete, that achievement rates are too low, or that too many leave early. The other three relate to slow progress of current apprentices, slow progress in English and mathematics, and a gap between groups where overall rates are high.
	Theme identified by inspectors
	Reports (of 27)

	Achievement or completion too low, or too many leave early
	24

	Apprentices who complete gain merit or distinction grades (stated alongside low completion)
	8

	English, mathematics or functional skills weak or slow
	7

	Gaps between groups of apprentices, or gaps not monitored
	5

	Leaders’ actions described as too recent to show impact
	5

	Leaders do not know apprentices’ destinations
	2



The pairing of low completion with high grades for completers recurs. In these reports, high grades for those who finished sat alongside a Needs attention or Urgent improvement grade.
Two reports name a specific reason for early leaving: apprentices leaving once they hold the qualification embedded in the apprenticeship.
“This is because too many apprentices leave once they achieve their professional qualification.” 
“too many leave their apprenticeship after they achieve their adult care diploma qualification.” 
One report graded Needs attention despite high overall achievement, because of a gap between groups:
“Female apprentices do not achieve as highly as male apprentices.” 
Expected standard (184 reports)
By keyword, the largest group of weakness sentences concerns achievement, retention or timely completion (54). Others concern the proportion gaining high grades (17), the quality of work or rate of progress (23), and English, mathematics or digital skills (13).
Strong standard and above (70 reports)
Only two sentences identifying a weakness were found, both about English or mathematics qualifications. The Exceptional passage links achievement directly to employer projects:
“Staff collaborate highly effectively with employers to approve individual projects and research for apprentices to undertake as part of their programme.” 
5. Participation and development: what the text says
Needs attention (30 reports)
Every passage was read for the sentences identifying weaknesses. The themes are:
	Weakness identified by inspectors
	Reports (of 30)

	Apprentices do not understand or cannot recall wider topics (British values, radicalisation and extremism, relationships, health)
	22

	Careers information, advice and guidance not structured, timely or impartial enough
	17

	Wider development opportunities missing, not planned or not taken up
	12

	Age-appropriate content for younger apprentices missing (relationships, consent, sexual health)
	8

	Topics taught at induction and not revisited
	4

	Attendance
	3



The induction point is stated directly in several reports:
“Staff teach these topics early in their programme but they are not reviewed sufficiently or revisited to enable apprentices to retain the information.”
“Although apprentices complete learning activities on these topics as part of their induction, tutors do not revisit them often enough in training.” 
Making content available was not enough where it was not taught:
“While leaders offer a personal development curriculum online, too many apprentices do not access the courses.” 
“Leaders and trainers make content about these topics available but they do not embed it into the curriculum well enough to help apprentices, many of whom are aged 16 to 18, to gain a proper understanding of risks.” 
Expected standard (208 reports)
By keyword, the most common topics in weakness sentences are wider development opportunities (47), careers guidance (44) and apprentices’ understanding of wider topics and risks (40), followed by attendance (19), healthy relationships or younger apprentices (11) and wellbeing (11).
Strong standard and above (43 reports)
No sentence identifying a weakness was found. Compared with Expected and Needs attention passages, Strong passages more often describe tailored careers guidance (17 of 43, against 17% of Expected and 17% of Needs attention passages) and high expectations (56%, against 41% and 30%). They also describe wider topics being reinforced over time rather than taught once.
“Educators frequently reinforce these topics. Apprentices readily recall their learning which helps them to keep safe.” 
“In progress reviews and lessons, tutors explore apprentices’ aspirations and expertly guide them on the steps they need to take to pursue the breadth of career pathways available to them.” 
“Additionally, they discuss topics such as healthy relationships and consent with their tutors on a more personal level in their progress review meetings.” 
“If an apprentice fails to turn up to work or learning, leaders follow this up instantly.” 
“Leaders have developed and implemented a highly effective principle of ‘no lost learning’ for all degree apprenticeships.” 
6. What the evidence points providers to check
The points below come only from what the 281 reports say. They are questions a provider can test against its own apprenticeship provision.
Employers and the curriculum. Do employers know what apprentices are being taught, and do they take part in progress reviews? This was the most frequent weakness in Needs attention curriculum passages, and it appeared alongside expert tutors.
Completion, not only grades. Do completion and retention rates hold up, including after apprentices gain any embedded qualification? High grades for completers did not prevent Needs attention or Urgent improvement where too few completed.
Recall of the wider curriculum. Can apprentices explain fundamental British values, the risks of radicalisation and extremism, and healthy relationships some months after induction? Inspectors tested recall, not coverage.
Younger apprentices. Is there age-appropriate content on relationships, consent and sexual health for apprentices aged 16 to 18? Eight Needs attention reports name this gap.
Careers guidance throughout. Is careers guidance planned across the programme and tailored to the individual? Weak careers guidance appeared in 17 of 30 Needs attention passages, and tailored guidance was one of the clearest features of Strong passages.
Feedback on written work. Does feedback tell apprentices how to improve, including correcting errors in written English? This was a frequent development point in Expected curriculum passages.
Leaders’ oversight and timely impact. Do leaders know the quality of training first hand, and can they show the impact of their actions rather than activity? Weak oversight of training quality appeared in 7 of the 23 Needs attention curriculum passages, and action too recent to show impact in 5 of the 27 weak achievement passages.
Starting points. Does initial assessment change what each apprentice is taught? In 6 of the 23 Needs attention curriculum passages, starting points or prior knowledge were not used to plan training.
Final assessment readiness. Do apprentices know what their final assessment involves and the grades they could achieve? Six Needs attention curriculum passages say they did not.
English and mathematics. Are English and mathematics taught so that apprentices pass first time? Weaknesses here appear in 7 of the 27 weak achievement passages, and they are the only weaknesses found in Strong achievement passages.
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