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News

The controversial level 7 senior 

leader apprenticeship has again hit 

the headlines in recent days, after 

the education secretary questioned 

whether the £18,000 levy-funded MBA 

was “value for money”. The programme 

is traditionally associated with high 

profile universities running courses 

for leaders in the corporate sector. But 

FE Week found it is an entrepreneur 

servicing schools that has now hit the 

MBA apprenticeship top spot so far this 

year… 

David Cobb, who runs education-

services organisation Oceanova, moved 

into the apprenticeships market in 2018.

One of Cobb’s subsidiaries is a small 

London-based company called Captiva 

Learning, which trades as the National 

College of Education. It recorded the 

most senior leader 7 starts (180) out of 

all training providers on the standard in 

the first quarter of 2019/20.

Last year they recruited 250 

individuals onto the programme. 

Overall they are the provider with the 

second biggest number of starts on 

the apprenticeship since its launch 

in February 2018 – pipping many top 

universities such as Middlesex and 

Exeter.

Government data shows Cranfield 

University has the largest number of 

starts, totalling 989 so far.

Captiva could earn up to £3 million 

from the 180 apprentices they recruited 

in September if they charged the 

standard’s upper funding rate of 

£18,000.

And when the 250 previous starts are 

combined, that income rises to over £7 

million in less than two years.

Cobb is a well-known businessman 

in the schools sector, specialising in 

teacher recruitment and training. He 

is listed on Companies House as an 

“This is the 
goose that 
lays the 
golden egg 
for teacher 
retention”

“active” director for 15 firms.

All the higher level apprenticeships 

his company delivers are to school staff, 

mostly academy trust chief executives, 

headteachers and deputies.

He says while he has no numerical 

growth target, he does want to extend 

the offer further across England.

Defending the apprenticeship, 

he told FE Week it is often a 

“mischaracterisation” that the standard 

is simply an MBA being done on the 

cheap by senior executives at big FTSE 

200 companies such as Deloitte.

“I just don't think that's right,” Cobb 

said. “Around 90 per cent of our level 

7 learners are doing it as a master’s. It 

is an important qualification for senior 

leaders and actually when you look at 

the numbers, over 60 per cent have 

been done in the public sector.

“I'm not sure Gavin Williamson 

would stand by policies that cut off 

funding to public sector leaders, which 

is what this is doing.”
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CAPTIVA LEARNING LIMITED 0 250 180 430

CRANFIELD UNIVERSITY 246 572 171 989

THE UNIVERSITY OF BIRMINGHAM 0 62 130 192

UNIVERSITY OF EXETER 0 129 120 249

UNIVERSITY OF PORTSMOUTH 0 103 100 203

UNIVERSITY OF NORTHUMBRIA AT NEWCASTLE 0 52 77 129

THE UNIVERSITY OF READING 0 150 76 226

THE UNIVERSITY OF SHEFFIELD 0 16 75 91

LIVERPOOL JOHN MOORES UNIVERSITY 15 112 74 201

ASTON UNIVERSITY 36 187 73 296

Source: * https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/848363/

Apprenticeship_Participation_1415_1819_final_v0.2.xlsx ** https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/

system/uploads/attachment_data/file/861526/Underlying_data_apprenticeship_starts.csv.zip 
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