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LIST OF ORGANISATIONS INTERVIEWED 
 

Name of contact Organisation 

Colin Simcox CJM 

Leanne Hendrey Construction Skills 

Gary Mackay Corus 

Joanne Dodstone Gateshead College 

Jocelyn Underwood Manchester City Council 

Stephen Routledge Middlesbrough College 

John Wayman National Apprenticeship Service (NAS) 

Ian Findlay North East Process Industries Cluster (NEPIC) 

John Millichap North East Chamber of Commerce (NECC) 

Graham Taylor On behalf of Wilton Site Stewardship Forum: 

 Sembcorp 

 Dow  

 GDF Suez. 

 GSK 

 Huntsman 

 Ineos  

 LOTTE Chemicals (Artenius) 

 Lucite  

 SABIC 

Graham Hubbard South Tees Skills 

Keith Hunter Teesside Training Enterprise (TTE)  

Ray Couch British Engines Ltd (BEL) 

Kate Hudson Subsea Future Talent 

Fiona Whitehurst  Newcastle University 

Stephanie Davenport  Newcastle College 

Ian McPherson Soil Machine Dynamics (SMD) 

Anthony Mills  TDR 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION, CONTEXT AND APPROACH 
 

This project was initiated in response to the economic downturn and recognises the 

expectation that public sector construction projects are likely to contribute towards recovery. 

In anticipation of an increase in employment opportunities in the construction industry, this 

project considers existing Local Authority (LA) approaches to the recruitment of apprentices 

into building trades so that job seekers in the NEET group will be in a position to find 

employment.  

 

This project seeks to establish what more the region‟s local authorities can do to address the 

problems faced by apprentices employed in companies in industries now facing closure – 

current examples are the steel and process industries where the problem is twofold: 1) Will 

there be any future employment opportunities for apprentices currently being trained in these 

sectors? and 2) if these training opportunities are withdrawn – how will we ensure that local 

people have the skills required for employment if there is a resurgence in the steel and 

process industries? The project will consider the levels of expertise and capacity needed to 

resource the region‟s future industries, including the steel and process industries and consider 

the role of Local Authorities in ensuring that a generation of apprentices is not lost to the 

region.  

 

Apprenticeships have gained growing government support over the last decade or so, with the 

most recent development being the creation of the National Apprenticeship Service (NAS), 

which came into being on 1st April 2009. Its main role is to work with employers, helping 

more of them take on apprentices; and to work with those who advise learners so that more 

young people and adults are able to benefit from the experience of work based learning.  The 

North East Apprenticeship Company (NEAC) was been established in the region in 

partnership between NAS, LAs and other stakeholders. The recruitment of apprentices is 

dependent on employers having the level of work required to allow them to undertake their 

training. In the current economic climate, few businesses need more apprentices and 

unfortunately some have to make apprentices redundant. 

 

Notwithstanding this, the third annual skills survey from the Chartered Institute of Building 

(CIOB) (2009) shows the construction industry still suffering from a skills shortage, despite 

the recession. The number of respondents who reported a skills shortage was 77%, though 

this was mainly due to companies being unable to afford to employ additional staff with 54% 

stating that they had made redundancies (CIOB, 2009). The CIOB report warned that once 

the economy improves and industry demand rises there will be many previously skilled 

workers who choose not to return to the industry, leading once again to the skills shortages 

experienced by the industry in the boom years (CIOB, 2009). While it is currently unrealistic 

to place all the responsibility on increasing apprenticeship recruitment on the private sector, 

there is an expectation that the public sector as a whole should look at how it can support an 

increase in apprentice numbers as well as local authorities employing more apprentices 

directly to help take up some of the redundant apprentices. 

 

Much has already been done by Local Authorities but in anticipation of an increase in 

employment opportunities in the construction industry as the economy starts to pull out of 

recession, this project will consider how existing LA approaches to the recruitment of 

apprentices into building trades can be improved so that job seekers especially those in the 

NEET group, will be in a position to find employment in the construction sector. 
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2.0 THE ECONOMIC CONTEXT FOR APPRENTICESHIPS 
 
In 2004 the Chancellor of the Exchequer and the Education Secretary jointly commissioned 

Lord Leitch to prepare a report on skills because of concerns over the ability of the UK to 

compete in the increasingly globalised markets due to poor levels of literacy and numeracy in 

some sections of the workforce as well as the poor international position of intermediate level 

skills and productivity.  There is a well-established relationship between improvements in 

skills and increased productivity, supported both by theory and empirical research.  

According to numerous studies the variation in the skills composition of UK regions is a 

major factor in explaining regional variations in productivity (Blackaby & Murphy, 1991, 

1995, Harris & Trainor, 1997; Campbell et al., 1999).  The impact of skills on productivity 

also operates partly though the effects on capital investment levels.  This mechanism was 

noted by the Confederation of British Industry – Trades Union Congress (CBI-TUC) 

Investment Group in their submission to the Government‟s Productivity Initiative in 2001.  

Evidence suggests that having highly skilled workers helps firms gain the full rewards of new 

investment, and thus increases the likelihood that investment will occur (OECD, 2001).  

Research by O‟Mahony (1999) and Layard et al (2001) examined the causes of international 

productivity performance differences and found that differing levels of skills play an 

important role where estimates have been presented.   This suggests that between half and all 

of the UK productivity gap with Germany can be explained by skills differences. 

 

It is therefore the relationship between skills and the economy that will determine the UK‟s 

productivity and prosperity, and successive governments have been concerned with 

productivity which is essentially a measure of ability to create wealth.  The more productive 

people are, the more wealth they create.  The previous government identified 5 key drivers of 

productivity – innovation, skills, investment, enterprise and competition.   Evidence shows 

that a significant contributory factor to the UK‟s relatively poor performance is its low 

overall level of skills (HM Treasury, 2004).  The evidence reveals that one fifth of the gap 

with France and Germany is a result of the UK‟s comparatively poor skills.  Low level skills 

in the UK constrain growth and innovation in firms.  Those with a low level of skills are far 

less likely to be in employment and when they are, they tend to earn less than their more 

skilled contemporaries. 

 

A common theme running through recent government publications has been the focus on 

jobs, important economic sectors and skills requirements. Apprenticeships offer a viable 

system for addressing some of these issues. Recent research (e.g. Helyer and Lee, 2010) 

exemplifies how the skills needs of the UK workforce have prompted intense debate and 

resulted in numerous policies being published such as: 

 

 New Industry, New Jobs (Department of Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform 
(BERR), 2009) 

 Skills for Growth: The National Skills Strategy (Department of Business, Innovation and 
Skills (BIS), 2009a) 

 Higher Ambitions: The Future of Universities in a Knowledge Economy (BIS 2009b) 

 Going for Growth: Our Future Prosperity Building Britain’s Future (BIS 2010)  
 

Skills for Growth (BIS, 2009) states that „Our economic recovery and long term prosperity 

will require people who are not only highly skilled but who have the right skills appropriate 

to the changing economy‟ (p4). Furthermore it states that the UK needs to develop a system 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chancellor_of_the_Exchequer
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Education_Secretary
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which „delivers skills with economic value‟ (p7) and New Industry, New Jobs (BERR, 2009) 

supports this by saying that the UK requires „a skills system that not only responds to demand 

but is also able to anticipate future growth in the economy‟ (p15).  

 

Higher Level Skills in Tees Valley (Helyer & Lee, 2010) focussed on higher level skills but 

many of the research findings are just as relevant to the development and enhancement of the 

apprenticeship system: 

 

 when resources are tight, training is often the first thing to be cut  

 employers are cautious about investing time and money into developing skills  

 there is a lack of interest in STEM skills from schools through to university 

 nationally the ageing workforce is impacting on skills development 

 there is often a lack of awareness of training opportunities among young people and 
employers  

 high quality information, advice and guidance is needed to address the lack of awareness, 

clarity and communication regarding training opportunities 

 there is uncertainty as employers and education/training providers are being asked to equip 
the workforce with the skills they will need to succeed in industries and job roles that 

sometimes do not even exist yet  

 there is also an emphasis on producing a workforce with the skills which make them 
capable of changing and adapting, perhaps never even working in the occupation they 

imagined (or originally trained for) 

 

Some progress has been made in the last few years with regard to skills levels in the North 

East. However whilst the region is now ahead of the UK in terms of level 1 and level 2 

attainment it still lags behind with regard to level 3 and level 4. It also has higher proportions 

of young people who are NEET (Not in Education, Employment or Training).  In November 

2009, 9.2% of young people were NEET and, whilst this is the lowest monthly percentage 

achieved, it is still some way off the national average of 6.2% (NE 14-19 Commission, Jan 

2010). 

 

The industrial profile of the North East has undergone massive restructuring over recent 

decades and has experienced significant job losses in the main manufacturing industries. 

Despite this decline, manufacturing, primary industries and construction still make up a large 

proportion of the employment, particularly in comparison to the national average.  Promising 

opportunities are emerging from the low carbon economy and renewable energy. The 

transition to a low carbon economy has been described as potentially, the „second industrial 

revolution‟ (McFadden, 2009).  This will require “…high levels of innovation and skills and 

businesses capable of rising to the challenge. In this changing environment companies and 

employees will need support in harnessing new technologies, developing manufacturing 

solutions and managing the skills transition to facilitate the creation of new industries and 

honing existing skills currently available across the North East” (Helyer and Lee, 2010). 

Strategic planning of apprenticeship routes can clearly play a crucial role in this.  
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3.0 GOVERNMENT POLICY ON APPRENTICESHIPS 
 
Within Western Europe at a national level there are two principal approaches to policies on 

vocational education and training (VET) – voluntarist (market-based) or regulated 

(educationally driven).  The approach taken to the British training system under consecutive 

Conservative and Labour Governments since the 1980s has been a voluntarist one. Grugulis 

(2007) points out that the main assumption behind such systems is that organisations operate 

more effectively when unfettered by regulation. The boom period for apprenticeships was in 

the period after the Second World War and the decline of manufacturing in the 1970s has 

resulted in a steady decline in the number of apprenticeship places in the UK from 445,800 in 

1968 (Keep and Ashton, 2004) to 53,000 in 1990 (Fuller and Unwin, 2004). According to a 

House of Lords report (2007) apprenticeship numbers since 2000 have increased by almost 

20% although growth after this period has slowed and numbers in Advanced apprenticeship 

have fallen. Total numbers on all government-supported work-based learning programmes 

have hardly changed (+7%) since 2000. Keep (1994) has argued that apprenticeships, which 

have worked well in other European countries, have never played more than a marginal role 

in skills provision within the UK.  

 

The education and training policies of the Conservative Governments of the 1980s were 

based on an „employer-led‟ training policy with the development of a „new vocationalism‟ 

within secondary schools and further education.  By the 1990s with the decline in 

apprenticeship places and problems with youth training, the government announced the 

launch of the Modern Apprenticeship (MA) in 1994 (since phased out and referred to as 

Apprenticeships and Advanced Apprenticeships). Over the next ten years the apprenticeship 

scheme went through a number of changes resulting in an Apprenticeship at level 2 and 

Advanced Apprenticeship at level 3.  However, as Evans et al. (2007) highlight, there are still 

deep-rooted problems – too many poor-quality programmes, poor levels of attainment and 

completion, lack of employer commitment, lack of progression, and gender inequalities.  

Despite these problems and the continual reforms, reputable employers continue to offer 

young people high-quality opportunities for training and career progression, though much of 

this goes unreported.  

 

The Labour Government elected in 1997 continued with the voluntarist approach towards the 

British training system although it was more favourably disposed towards approaches based 

on social partnership. As Evans at al. (2007) point out, training and skills were an important 

concern of the Labour Government as they have commissioned a series of reports that 

suggest something has to be done (National skills Task Force 2000, the Performance and 

Innovation Unit 2001 and the Leitch report 2006). The approach adopted was to focus on the 

supply of skills in the labour market rather than measures aimed at increasing employer 

development of workforce skills. These policies have been led by highly centralised state 

intervention through funding bodies such as the Learning and Skills Council (LSC).  

 

The number of Apprentices in England grew from 76,000 in 1997 to 256,000 in 2005 (DfES, 

2006).  Apprenticeships are considered to be a crucial method of delivering work-focused 

intermediate skills. After a steep decline since the 1970s, more than 250,000 people are now 

participating in Apprenticeships.  The Leitch report (2006) identified significant skills gaps in 

the British economy which Apprenticeships can help to address and outlined comprehensive 

arguments for government intervention to reduce these gaps.   However, in 2006 the Learning 

and Skills Council (LSC) reported that the completion rate of the full framework is poor at 53 
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per cent, compared to 70 per cent in Train to Gain. Many employers complain that the 

Apprenticeship process is complex and bureaucratic. 

 

With the aspirations of the Leitch review (Leitch, 2006) being 400,000 apprentices by 2020, 

the Labour government responded by producing a strategy for the future of apprenticeships in 

England (Department of Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS), 2008) which sets out 

government policy until 2020.  This was a joint review between DIUS, the Department for 

Children, Schools and Families (DCSF), the Cabinet Office (the Strategy Unit) and the LSC. 

The following key objectives and targets have been identified within the strategy : the 

entitlement to an apprenticeship place for each suitably qualified young person from 2013 

thus increasing the number of 16-18 apprentices significantly; apprenticeship qualifications to 

be included in the Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF), enabling easier movement 

between the new 14-19 Diplomas and apprenticeships; introduce a separately branded, 

customer-facing National Apprenticeship Service (NAS); additional funding for 

apprenticeships for those aged 25 or over; and public sector targets and duties to be 

introduced. In term of funding for apprenticeships this will increase by almost a quarter 

between 2007/08 and 2010/11 – to over £1 billion. The strategy is designed to deal with five 

potential barriers to further growth: the quality of apprenticeships; the planning and delivery 

system; the supply of employer places; the status of apprenticeships and the inequality of 

access to apprenticeships. 

 

The Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government has signalled its strong support for 

apprenticeships, stating that it will: “seek ways to support the creation of apprenticeships, 

internships, work pairings, and college and workplace training places as part of our wider 

programme to get Britain working” (HM Government 2010, p. 31). Indeed, the Rt Hon Dr Vince 

Cable MP (2010),
1
 Secretary of State for Business, Innovation and Skills, stated that there 

would be 10,000 more apprenticeship places and – despite budget cuts – priority would be 

given to developing the skills of the workforce and vocational training. Furthermore, David 

Willetts, Minister of State for Universities and Science, in a keynote speech (2010),
2
 has 

emphasised the economic importance of science and craft, and indicated the Coalition‟s 

commitment to vocational qualifications, which gives young people not in education, training 

or employment, “the opportunity to benefit from education or training. We cannot afford that 

waste of potential - it is bad for our economy and blights the lives of individuals”. Mr 

Willetts also states that: “apprenticeships, which should - wherever possible - be equivalent to 

A levels and linked to real employers. These can be the route to that elusive technician 

level of skills which is one of our economy‟s great weaknesses. It is crucial to the national 

interest that we develop a technician class in Britain, the skilled workers without whom we 

can‟t succeed in such fields as clean tech, nanotech or advanced manufacturing” (emphasis 

added). These quotes from Dr Cable and Mr Willetts provide further evidence of the new 

Coalition Government‟s support for apprenticeships and the vocational route. 

 

                                                 
1
 Rt Hon Dr Vince Cable MP (2010), interview on BBC Newsnight, Monday 24 May. 

 
2
 David Willetts MP (2010) Keynote Speech at University of Birmingham, 20 May. Notably he states that we should, "avoid 

privileging theoretical over applied, cerebral over manual. Rigour and excellence are not confined to intellectual pursuits. 
They're just as evidence and necessary in craftmanship, in technical spheres, in manufacturing". Young’s people’s reluctance 
to take up vocational careers and apprenticeships (stemming partially from parental objections – which emerge in our findings 
below) are countered by, “better careers advice so that children and young people understand the importance of the cho ices 
they make in school and college". 
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4.0 WORKING MODEL OF APPRENTICESHIP PROCESS  
 

This figure shows a working model of the apprenticeships process developed by the project 

team and tested during the interviews with key stakeholders (see Annex 1 for interview 

framework).  In the next section we summarise the main themes which emerged.   

 

 

 
 

Antecedents & context: 

Socio-economic context. educational and skills level of the individuals 

Phase 1: 

Attraction 

Recruitment 

Selection 

Phase 2: 

Training 

Skilling 

Learning 

Phase 3: 
Placement & 

deployment as 

apprentices 

Phase 4: 

Employment & 

retention  
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5.0 KEY FINDINGS FROM INTERVIEWS / FOCUS GROUPS 
 

5.1 INTERVIEW FINDINGS – AN OVERVIEW 

 

Phase 1: Attraction / Recruitment / Selection 

For all of the training organisations it was essential that they promoted their services to the 

potential apprentices within the area.  This was done mainly by contacting local schools in 

order to attend careers fairs or deliver sessions to the next cohort of school leavers.  Good 

relationships had been developed with other organisations delivering services to the target 

group.  All reported that they did not conduct much advertising in local press as the return on 

investment had generally not proved worthwhile for them. 

 

The construction organisation reported that they had never had to advertise for apprentices.  

Though their numbers were small all had been through referral from relatives already in the 

industry.  They commented that they did not know if that was usual in their industry or 

unique to them. 

 

Selection processes were varied but some themes did come through with the data.  For the 

construction industry there was not a requirement for high levels of prior education.  Basic 

numeracy and literacy were all that was required.  In contrast, within the process industry a 

higher level of education was required.  The explanation for this was it was felt that the level 

of technical work was extensive in the process industry. All interviewees expressed a desire 

for motivated individuals who could demonstrate a desire to learn and a willingness to work 

as part of a team as more important than initial technical competence. 

 

The schemes discussed in these interviews held both „employed status‟ apprentices and „non-

employed status‟ apprentices.  Help was given with preparation for the employers interview 

process where required.  This was not the case with the construction company as they had 

been approached directly by the individuals looking for an apprenticeship placement. 

 

The backgrounds of the individuals joining the scheme were fairly similar in all cases.  Most 

lived locally to wherever they were to receive the training (an average of twenty minutes 

travelling time).  Most were underachievers from the education system with the majority 

coming from the most deprived wards in the locality.  Gender is imbalanced within the two 

sectors discussed.  Both construction and the process industry are traditionally dominated by 

males in the manual roles and females in the administration and support roles.  Whilst some 

training organisations stated that the numbers of females in the manual roles was increasing 

this was at a very slow rate.  New health and safety legislation has negated the need for 

physical strength in some cases but this has not had a huge impact on the numbers.  On 

average the numbers from the black and minority ethnic (BME) community reflected the 

percentage within each geographical area.  It was expressed by some training organisations 

that cultural differences in approach to economic contribution could be seen as a deterrent to 

youngsters from those communities joining available programmes.  Family influences were 

high in both sectors with many males following in the footsteps of older male family 

members.  Most apprentices were of school leaving age, the exception to this was at 

Gateshead College where their funding allowed them to take on more mature apprentices.  
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Phase 2: Training/Skilling/Learning 

There was one consistency in the delivery of training in that there is always a combination of 

practical „on the job‟ learning and theoretical underpinning knowledge delivered in the 

classroom environment.  How much time is spent on each depends on the sector and vocation 

chosen by the apprentice.  This could vary from day release to attend college, to block 

sessions of two weeks of classroom learning at a time. 

 

Close working between the employer and training provider was a key requirement for this 

element.  Whilst some training organisations employed their own assessors to ensure the 

apprentices receive the correct training, where this was not possible it was expressed that it 

was essential to maintain clear communication between all parties.  All training organisations 

were aware of the importance of the apprentice receiving a nationally recognised 

qualification as a result of their time on the scheme and worked hard to ensure that this was 

the case. 

 

In relation to skill gaps (workforce does not have certain skills) there was a mixed response in 

the construction industry.  The training providers expressed a difficulty in identifying 

individuals in that area yet the construction company stated that they were never short of 

individuals to train in the areas they needed.  All agreed that keeping up with changing 

legislation and a subsequent qualification was a challenge. 

 

With regard to skills shortages (not enough people in the labour market) it was not reported 

that there was a problem filling places or with numbers applying for schemes.  The opposite 

was said for the school leaving period where the numbers expressing an interest were often 

greater than the numbers of places available. 

 

Phase 3: Placement and Deployment of Apprentices 

Again there is variation in this process, mainly dependent on the „employed / non-employed‟ 

status.  For some training organisations it was essential that the individual already had an 

employer arranged for them to take their placement.  The National Apprenticeship Service 

has a dedicated website which lists all available apprenticeships and youngsters are 

encouraged to use this website to find something suitable for them.  Where employed status 

was not a requirement the training organisations have a database of employers, who will use 

services of the training organisation to facilitate the recruitment of the apprentice.  For the 

high end technical elements of the process sector the application process is the same as for all 

individuals applying for employment with the organisation.  In these instances it is essential 

that the applicant meets the minimum requirements and demonstrates employability. 

 

Occasionally with the „non-employed‟ status training organisations a young person may 

request an apprenticeship with a particular employer but they would still have to go through 

the correct recruitment process.  Where this resulted in disappointment the training 

organisation worked with them to recover from the knock back and develop their 

application/interview skills. 

 

Phase 4: Employment and Retention 

No organisation can guarantee full time employment at the end of the apprenticeship.  This 

was stressed throughout all interviews, particularly bearing in mind the current economic 

climate.  The construction company was a particularly responsible employer and had not had 

to end employment with any of its apprentices.  They stressed that they did not see the 

apprentice scheme as a means of cheap labour.  As an SME they felt that it was a valuable 
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investment and valued the contribution the apprentices made to their team.  They were aware 

of other organisations that held the view of cheap labour but did not subscribe to that idea. 

 

In the process industry, and with particular regard to the Wilton site, there had been occasions 

where it was not possible to retain the apprentices beyond their time on the scheme.  In these 

instances strong communication links between employers provided a means of trying to place 

the apprentice within another organisation.  

 

None of the organisations spoken to continue to monitor retention rates beyond the point the 

apprentice left the programme.  This suggests that there is no means of monitoring the 

effectiveness of the schemes long term which, bearing in mind these are Government funded, 

is quite surprising. 

 

Good practice 

 Close working and good communication between all relevant parties. 

 Ensuring awareness of the scheme to all interested parties. 

 Dedicated resources 

 Taking an holistic approach by focussing on the personal and professional development 
of the apprentices 

 

Barriers / Challenges / Problems / Constraints 

The main barrier for all concerned was that of engaging employers.  Others included: 

 Negative attitude and the „cheap labour‟ myth 

 Parents not wanting their children exploited (interesting point relating to possible cohort 

effect for those parents who had no understanding of the old fashioned apprenticeship 

scheme) 

 Funding issues 

 Too much replication within the geographical area 

 Not enough awareness of the soft skills and employability developed by the apprentices. 

 

Summary 

A lot of data was gained from conducting these interviews.   Where there were significant 

differences in approach this was due to the „employed / non-employed‟ status issue.  All 

interviewees appreciated the value of the apprenticeship scheme and the effectiveness of it 

producing a committed, qualified and valued workforce but all agreed that there was more 

work needed in raising public awareness of that value. 

 

5.2 TEESSIDE PROCESS INDUSTRY CASE STUDY 

 

The story of apprenticeships in the Tees Valley was explored with Graham Taylor of 

Sembcorp, on behalf of the Wilton Site Stewardship Forum, who has been deeply involved 

with the establishment of the process that the companies such as Sabic, Sembcorp, Lotte, 

GSK, GDF Suez, Huntsman, Ineos and Lucite use today to great effect. Before detailing the 

new process, this section briefly reflects on the historical position, and highlights the issues, 
the learning, and how this has fed into the development of the new process. 

 

Teesside Chemical Initiative (TCI) carried out a survey and among the results found that the 

demography in the industry was an issue plus process control was advancing and there was a 

need to up-skill staff and recruit more qualified young people. 
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TCI and the Wilton Site Stewardship Forum (WSSF) set up a working party consisting of 

George Ritchie representing Industry, Keith Hunter representing TTE and Mike Deeming 

representing TCI (now NEPIC) to address these issues, which involved many companies 

across Teesside who agreed to sponsor a new technician advanced apprenticeship. 

 

What was needed was a step change to a new production technician, who was multi skilled, 

had stronger technical knowledge, ability and also a will to continue to learn. 

 

A partnership was set up with Teesside Training Enterprise (TTE), Redcar and Cleveland 

College and Industry, which was led from the Wilton Site Stewardship Forum.  The group 

came together and developed a programme to “grow their own” Operation Technicians via 

the apprenticeship route, calling the programme: Tees Valley Production Technician 

Studentship.  The aims of the 4 year programme were: 

 

Blend of process and engineering training 

Blend of vocational and academic qualifications 

Range of complementary skills 

Raise standards 

Create opportunities for maximising potential 

Shared commitment from employers 

 

This process generates a healthy degree of competition between apprentices, and their 

sponsoring companies, while still putting the emphasis onto sponsoring companies to invest 

time and learning in their apprentices, as these will be their future work force. 

 

Subsequent learning to follow on from the studentship is signposted to the students, and as 

well as completing a HNC on the programme they are also offered routes to gain a 

Foundation Degree run at Teesside University, which again is sponsored by the company. 

 

TTE and other FE Colleges offering this route have a responsibility to promote this pathway 

to a job in schools to bright and practical GCSE students, who are looking to gain A* to B- 

grades in Maths, English and Science. 

 

Generally this route is seen as a secondary option for students, with most schools and parents 

preferring to signpost A*-B grade GCSE students to an FE College to take a standard route 

through A levels, rather than encourage participation in an „Apprenticeship‟ model – hence 

the rebranding to Studentship. 

 

The “Unique Selling Proposition” for the programme is: 

 

 It is a vocational route to top jobs 

 University option 

 Earn while you learn – don‟t build up education debts 

 Supported by major companies at Wilton, Billingham and North Tees 
 

The programme have been running for a number of years, and there are currently 3 years 

worth of apprentices working, post their 4 years of training. 
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Feedback from the plant teams is that the apprentices show heightened skills, tend to have a 

positive „can do‟ attitude, and are a great benefit to have in the working environment. 

 

‘Grow Your Own’ Model 
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5.3 CORUS CASE STUDY 

 

Recruitment 

Corus went through a period of a decade during which no apprentices were recruited, and so 

the present scheme has to deal with that legacy. They write to every parent in the area with a 

child aged 14-16 to extol the virtues of the Corus apprenticeship schemes.  Entry 

requirements are three GCSEs at C or above.  Applicants still typically for traditional 

backgrounds – white, male, working class – but the revised scheme (which offers appealing 

qualification routes) has led to an increase in applications from less traditional sources (better 

qualified, more middle class).  This has however highlighted issues of snobbery about 

apprenticeship programmes. Corus typically recruit c.60 apprentices a year to the engineering 

scheme, and have recently transferred the scheme for trainee technicians (lab staff) onto an 

apprenticeship footing.  Corus recruit sufficient apprentices for their needs, and no more, and 

were critical of the (now defunct) programme-driven recruitment approach i.e. taking 

apprentices on schemes in response to funding opportunities, but without reference to 

whether there will be sufficient placements and/or employment.  In terms of the apprentices 

themselves, they noted that young people generally less fit and less manually dextrous in a 

traditional sense (though infinitely better with IT and such).  Older entrants (over 18) attract 

less funding, and there is a double-whammy if they already have equivalent qualifications, as 

the ELQ rules mean the employer can‟t claim for training them again (even when the ELQ is 

in a wholly different subject).   

 

Education & Training 

Apprenticeship is strictly 3 years, but educational programmes, plus subsequent tailored 

training and experience, means that there are c.6 years of planned development.   In 

additional to skills training, the programme also has elements which focus on developing the 

young person.  A good example is the offsite „outward bound‟ style residential course, but 

others include courses on healthy living, personal finance, and safer driving.  The apprentices 

are also involved in the company‟s CSR activities e.g. last year the project involved cleaning 

up a local pond. Technically, the “apprenticeship” scheme is two years of FE followed by a 

year of apprenticeship, which does affect the source of funding – an important detail that 

employers would need to understand. 

 

Deployment 

This is the most critical element of any apprenticeship programme.  Apprentices are placed 

for 3 month stints in different areas.  For each stint they are allocated a site mentor, and a 

„parent craft‟, the latter being an experienced worker in their field (e.g. electrical) who carries 

out a role similar to the old style apprenticeship arrangement (i.e. an experienced craftsman to 

whom the young person was „apprenticed‟).  In addition the NVQ assessor will visit them.   

 

The programme has a focus on the task, rather than the qualification.  That is not to say that 

the qualifications are not valued or supported, but that apprentices are encouraged to focus on 

learning how to undertake various tasks (most of which develop transferable skills) and 

letting the assessor identify how their skills and knowledge map onto the NVQ.  Thus, rather 

than „do this, so we can assess you as having done it‟, the stress is on „do this, because this is 

the work and you need to develop your skills and experience on tasks like these‟.  They find 

this approach tends to produce more competent staff, as well as integrating the apprentice 

more effectively into their placement site.  (Not that such integration is unproblematic!) 

During their placements the apprentice will find that at the outset there is more “watch and 

learn”, gradually giving way to them doing various tasks.  To avoid replicating this process in 
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every new placement, the company keeps good records of competencies developed, so the 

apprentice arrives at each new placement with the site mentor fully aware of what s/he is 

capable of doing.   

 

Employment 

If they leave early they have to pay back some costs for their FE/HE courses, but otherwise 

no penalty/clawback. 

 

Other comments 

Noted that all the discussion about apprenticeships is often implicitly around Advanced 

Apprenticeships, and speculated that for some trades/sectors a simple Apprenticeship might 

be much more appropriate.  Apprentices are only trained to Level 2, and typically for a 

shorter period.  They thus represent much less of a commitment for employers.   

 

5.4 SUB-SEA SECTOR CASE STUDY 
 

The North East of England is an established centre of specialised subsea engineering, 

renowned for world-class skills and unique technologies. Firms in the subsea sector design, 

engineer, build, operate and maintain complex systems including remotely operated vehicles 

(ROVs), valves, pipelines, controls and other complex machinery, to operate in hostile ocean 

environments, often to produce oil and gas, but also with applications to the subsea telecoms 

arena and, increasingly, to offshore renewable energy production. Subsea firms in the North 

East are world leaders in their respective fields and key contributors to the region‟s economy, 

however the sector recognises that in order to continue to develop, it requires a highly skilled 

and qualified workforce. 

 

Subsea UK is the industry body and focal point for the entire British subsea industry and aims 

to increase business opportunities at home and abroad for the sector. Subsea UK was 

established by the industry and acts on behalf of the industry. One of the key priorities for 

Subsea UK is to facilitate programmes that address the key skills shortages in the industry.
3
 

Developed from this, Subsea NE is a network of like-minded subsea engineering companies 

and related organisations in the North East of England, who seek to reinforce the significance 

of the subsea sector in the region. Working together, Subsea NE strive to influence the 

activities of other organisations and authorities to make sure the needs of the region‟s subsea 

sector are taken into account, identifying common problems which can be solved collectively, 

such as supporting the provision and development of subsea specific courses at Newcastle 

College and Newcastle University. The following seven companies make up the Subsea NE 

Executive Committee: BEL Valves, DUCO, IHC Engineering Business, Penspen, 

Perryslingsby, Wellstream and Wilton.  Fundamental to Subsea North East is the belief that 

there is a need for subsea organisations in the region to work together in developing the 

awareness of the regional subsea sector. This is seen to add strength to all of the 

organisations, particularly in terms of attracting and developing future talent. 

 

Subsea NE plays a role in shaping the context within which subsea apprenticeships are 

operating. They have placed emphasis on raising the profile of the sector with a view to 

attracting employees now and stimulating awareness of the industry and careers that it offers 

to the „next generation‟, recognising a need to develop their timeline of talent, engaging with 

young people at school as much as with those emerging from universities. As part of the 

                                                 
3
 www.subseauk.org/item.asp?item=1 –accessed May 2010 

http://www.subseauk.org/item.asp?item=1
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strategy to achieve this Subsea North East have worked closely with One North East, NOF 

energy
4
, OPITO Oil and Gas Academy

5
 and others to develop innovative ways to engage 

young people and make them aware of the sector and the careers available to them. These 

partnerships have come to fruition in the development of large events such as the Energise 

Your Future Newcastle event. This is an interactive careers fair which is aimed at school 

leavers and college/university students and their parents. The first event last year saw over 

1000 students attend.  

 

Subsea North East also developed a presence for members at Boom! The North East Youth 

Engineering Show
6
. This 3 day event is now in its 3

rd
 year having developed from the 

original Youth Engineering Show which was initially a One North East Project. The aim of 

the event is to help inspire the region's next generation of engineers, providing insight into 

the world of engineering and the wide range of career opportunities available across its many 

sectors. Last year over 7000 students, aged between 7 and 17, and teachers attended.  See also 

the case study below for more details about theSubsea Future Talents Project. This is an 

example of successful employer engagement with education providers that has resulted in 

unanticipated benefits in developing the option that are available to apprentices. 

Key Findings 

 

Attraction/Recruitment /Selection  

 

 Develop awareness of the sector, regionally and nationally through forming a group such 
as Subsea North East 

 Work with education and training providers to develop programmes suitable for the 
sectors needs in terms of content and delivery.  A current initiative reflecting this is the 

Subsea Future Talent Project
7
   

 Work with regional and national agencies and groups –for example Subsea Northeast, 

Subsea UK, One North East, NOF energy and OPITO Oil and Gas Academy. This helps 

to develop profile, raise awareness of career opportunities, co-ordinate resources, attract 

funding. 

 Need to recognise different groups to target –school, school leavers, university graduates. 

 Need to work with Schools to generate early interest in engineering.  
o Go to schools. Hands-on experiences. For example Ian Macpherson of SMD has 

set up the Warren Bridge project with other local firms.  

o Bring schools to „site‟  - two main approaches 

 School visits – SMD and British Engines
8
 have a number of school visits a 

year.  

 School hands on experiences – SMD
9
 run a „metal work programme with 

some schools. A minibus collects students from participating schools after 

school and brings them to the site. They have a workshop and then they 

are taken home afterwards. 

o Involvement in large scale interactive events such as Boom! 

                                                 
4
 NOF Energy, the leading business development organisation for companies involved in the UK oil, gas, nuclear and offshore 

wind sectors, works in partnership with Subsea North East and Subsea UK to promote the sector 
https://www.nofenergy.co.uk/index.php?read=2&parent=2&sub=&category= 

 

5
 http://www.opito.com/uk/about-us/academy-purpose.html  

6
 http://www.boomnortheast.co.uk/   

7
 http://89.16.161.16/subseauk/item.asp?item=441  

8
 http://www.bel.co.uk/  

9
 http://www.smd.co.uk/   

https://www.nofenergy.co.uk/index.php?read=2&parent=2&sub=&category=%20
http://www.opito.com/uk/about-us/academy-purpose.html
http://www.boomnortheast.co.uk/
http://89.16.161.16/subseauk/item.asp?item=441
http://www.smd.co.uk/
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 Not only about generating passion for the field but also showing people the careers that 
are available and how to get into them. There is a need to make the options and routes to 

take explicit to the potential apprentices.  

 Demonstrate options for career progression beyond the apprenticeship. For example 

option to take a related higher level qualification e.g.  FdSc in Subsea Engineering at 

Newcastle College PT
10

.  

 Work with apprentice providers to attract, recruit and prepare. Organisations such as 
TDR

11
 training were developed with industry input and have close links with different 

sectors, particularly Subsea. 

 Work with providers to develop structured programmes. SMD have been working with 
TDR and Rolls Royce

12
 to develop a 1 year „pre‟ apprenticeship programme. The view is 

that this will better equip individuals to enter the apprenticeship programme in the 

workplace and help them to make decisions about their future specialism. 

 SMD and British Engines recruit through TDR and other training providers. TDR have 
developed a rigorous recruitment and selection process. This acts as an effective initial 

filter. British Engines refer any direct enquiries and applications to TDR. 

 The representatives from TDR, British Engines and SMD all expressed a concern that 

apprenticeships are not embedded in the UK culture as they were in the past. The 

representative from TDR had spent time in Lille in France and felt that this was a good 

example of how apprenticeships are culturally rooted. 

 

It is clearly critically important that the scheme also sells the opportunity for career 

progression, since young people do need examples or role models with which they can 

compare. 

 

Training/Skilling/Learning 

 The emphasis is on a combination of practical and academic learning.  

 The training and development is identified by the training provider and the organisations 

 Line managers play a key role in this but all emphasised the importance of involving the 

apprentices in training needs analysis.  

 Close involvement with training providers was highlighted as essential. TDR provide six 
monthly performance reviews of the apprentices which are used to identify training and 

development needs. 

 Both Newcastle College and TDR stated that they had large numbers of applicants for the 
apprenticeship programmes. TDR in particular had large numbers as they offer 

„employment from day one‟. 

 Development of options beyond the apprenticeship provides a clear route for progression 
for those that wish to take it.  

 

Placement and Deployment of Apprentices 

 Both SMD and British Engines offer apprenticeships on an „employed from day one 

basis‟. The main provider that they work with is TDR. They will undertake their Human 

resource planning and identify the needs for the subsequent year. They will then inform 

TDR and other training providers of the numbers required. 

 

                                                 
10

 http://www.ncl-coll.ac.uk/course-information.aspx?courseid=12379#nowhere  
11

 http://www.tdrtraining.co.uk/   
12

 http://www.rrnetc.co.uk/student-routes.php  

http://www.ncl-coll.ac.uk/course-information.aspx?courseid=12379#nowhere
http://www.tdrtraining.co.uk/
http://www.rrnetc.co.uk/student-routes.php
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Employment and Retention 

 SMD and British Engines highlighted the value of the apprenticeship programme for 
ensuring that the skills are available to fulfil future business needs. 

 Representatives claimed that retention and both organisations is good, however official 

monitoring has not occurred. SMD are currently putting a system in place. 

 Career progression and development is viewed as key to retention and the Subsea Future 
Talent project has provided additional structured, sector specific qualifications which will 

help to manage this. 

 

5.5 WHAT ABOUT THE NEETs? 

 
The acronym NEET refers to young people aged 16-24 who are Not in Employment, 

Education or Training.  In the current economic climate it would not be considered surprising 

if a young person found themselves temporarily in NEET status, but the term was coined 

during a period of relatively low levels of unemployment, expanded access to further and 

higher education, and a wealth of government-subsidised training schemes.  NEETs were 

thus viewed as those who had somehow „slipped through the cracks‟, and the concern which 

informed the commissioning of the present report arose from a view that those cracks have 

widened, bringing more young people into NEET status and making it even harder to get out.  

Staff in the Sociology department at Teesside University have been undertaking research with 

disadvantaged young people within the Tees Valley for over a decade now, and their findings 

inform our exploration of the relevance of apprenticeships to their situation.  Despite the 

policy commitment in England to raise the participation age for continuing in learning for all 

17-year olds from 2013 and for all 18-year olds from 2015 of all types of learners, little 

policy focus has been given to young people who leave education at the end of compulsory 

schooling to enter „jobs without training‟ (JWT). Furthermore, there appears to be scant 

understanding of their transition into the labour market or of their aspirations (Maguire, 

2010). As a result, recognition of their needs and appropriate support mechanisms are 

conspicuous by their absence. 

 

An important backdrop to this is the regional demand for labour.  The previous government 

estimated that of the 3.4 million unskilled jobs today, we will need only 0.6 million by 2020 

(Gordon Brown, Budget Speech, 2006), and the Leitch Report (2006) estimated that the 

numbers of people with no/low qualifications by 2020 would be similar i.e. 0.6 million.  

However, alternative estimates of labour market demand suggest that the numbers of jobs 

requiring no qualifications will remain at around 7.4 million in 2020 (Institute for Public 

Policy Research (IPPR), 2009).  The implications of this are that, in certain parts of the UK 

and within certain populations, there will be only low-skilled, insecure and poorly paid work 

available.  Thus, though, the supply of better skilled workers is set to increase markedly there 

will be no equivalent increase in demand from employers for skilled/graduate workers 

(MacDonald, 2010).  This will particularly affect young people.  Youth underemployment is 

now a global phenomenon and „normal‟ in the West and in Eastern Europe, although for 

different reasons reflecting different stages of economic development (Roberts, 2009).  

 

The work of Webster et al (2004) looking at change and continuity in young adults‟ 

experiences of long-term social exclusion, identified a number of important issues:  

 

“Young people‟s modest ambitions and persistent search for employment were 

disappointed by experiences of intermittent, low-waged work, often of poor quality, 
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temporary and exploitative in nature (referred to as „poor work‟).  Poor work 

accompanied by poor training and qualifications offered little hope of improvement in 

job prospects. Informal contacts were more effective in the search for jobs than 

training or education; this confirmed young people’s perceptions that qualifications 

were irrelevant to getting a job... The most important positive influence was having a 

good employer who encouraged and supported good quality education and training.” 

 

We noted above that some employers struggled to attract recruits, or at least to attract recruits 

from certain areas, but local studies of youth transitions indicate that apprenticeships remain 

highly regarded by local white working class communities.  These groups are relatively better 

off on apprenticeships than living on education maintenance grants or other sources.  This fits 

with broader culture of willingness to work, even though work opportunities are limited and 

jobs are of low-skill type. Maguire (2010) urges policy makers to “formally recognise the 

existence of early labour market entry outside of Apprenticeship delivery, rather than to try to 

eradicate it altogether.  This would have the effect of improving engagement with young 

people who wish to join the labour market or are already in jobs without training. Crucially, it 

would need to be underpinned by other measures in order to make a real impact on the 

aspirations of young people and the opportunities available to them”, and makes the 

following recommendations: 

 

“...resources should be put into the recruitment of guidance and support workers who 

are both confident in dealing with employers and competent in their understanding of 

the needs of young people in the labour market....there needs to be a greater degree of 

flexibility within the qualification framework in order to produce a more attractive 

learning offer to all young workers, as well as to ensure that providers, most notably 

colleges, are required to adapt their delivery arrangements to meet the needs of an 

increasingly diverse cohort of learners.  Finally, support to meet the learning and 

training needs of young people in the labour market needs to be located within 

guidance services, which are well-resourced and which have a clear identity within 

local authority structures.” 

 

These „social studies‟ findings to some extent contradict the report‟s finding that there are 

difficulties in selling the apprenticeship schemes to young people in the region, though they 

support the problem of developing the schemes amongst employers. This problem is a local 

and a global issue and probably has economic and cultural features. There is a strong case for 

matching supply with demand for apprenticeship initiatives. There is a case for considering 

apprenticeships within broader training, including the jobs without training and support 

service provision. 
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6.0 SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

The picture which emerges from our research is one of considerable diversity, not only across 

and within industry sectors, but also between different occupational groups.  We are 

nevertheless able to identify a number of key themes which we think are important for 

understanding the nature of apprenticeships and their potential as a vehicle for addressing a 

range of social and economic issues.  We will present these themes under the headings used 

to gather the data – recruitment, training & education, deployment, and employment.   

 

Recruitment 

 

One of the most surprising things to come out of our research is how hard it is to „sell‟ 

apprenticeships.  For whole swathes of young people, for whom an apprenticeship could 

represent a very valuable career route, the idea of an apprenticeship has either practically no 

meaning, or carries negative connotations, to both them and their parents.  This can be 

attributed to several factors.  First, apprenticeships have historical association with certain 

specific „trades‟, meaning that apprenticeships are only thought of as relevant for young 

people wanting to go into those trades.  The reader can probably list these trades; in essence it 

is any occupation before which the word „apprentice‟ seems to fit naturally!  Such trades are 

almost without exception traditionally male occupations – the nearest traditionally female 

occupation would be hairdressing, and even here the word „trainee‟ seems to fit more 

naturally than „apprentice‟.  

 

Second, the parental influence which led young people to take up apprenticeships was broken 

by the sharp decline in apprenticeships during the 1970s and 1980s, which has led to a 

situation in which the current generation of young people have parents who are likely neither 

to have had an apprenticeship nor to have worked alongside apprentices.  They are therefore 

unaware of the value of such programmes, and typically appear to have negative views of 

them.  These negative views take two forms, which may map to some extent onto social 

class.  To caricature, many middle class parents have a snobbish view of apprenticeships („no 

child of mine is going to…‟), whilst many working class parents or those on benefits can see 

no value in their children accepting lower earnings just because they are also being trained, 

and instead encourage them simply to get a job.  The latter view can also be held by the 

young people themselves – even if they can see there are likely to be long-term benefits, in 

the short-term it can be hard when they are earning much less than their friends.  There also 

appears to be an issue of ethnicity in terms of apprentice recruitment, with reports from 

several quarters that it can be particularly difficult to attract young Asian applicants.  Parental 

influence was suggested to be a key factor, though no evidence was provided for this, and 

further investigation is required. 

 

One stakeholder suggested that demand for apprenticeships was outstripping supply, noting 

that there can be very large number of applicants for every place.  This seems at odds with 

claims from employers that it can be hard to recruit.  However, these differences in reported 

supply and demand might be influenced by (i) variations across different sectors, where some 

types of apprenticeships face unprecedented demand, while others attract little interest, and 

(ii) scenarios where there are many applicants for apprenticeship vacancies but employers 

assess them as being unsuitable for various reasons. 
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Education & Training 

 

We have noted a range of approaches towards education and training, and we will not repeat 

them here.  What strikes us as potentially most important is the considerable variation in the 

length of schemes.  Of course they vary by occupation, level and sector, but we also observed 

some variation in length between schemes in the same occupation and sector.  The length of 

the scheme may be a crucial variable when considering recruitment, deployment and 

subsequent employment.  Setting aside for a moment the issue of what length of programme 

is required to produce suitably skilled apprentices, we can see that shorter programmes are 

likely to be appealing to would-be apprentices and to employers considering taking on 

apprentices.   One informant suggested that it would be possible to design an Apprenticeship 

scheme which could be completed in less than two years, and his organisation (Corus) is 

running a well-regarded Advanced Apprenticeship programme which lasts three years.  It 

might well be that some employers may be discouraged from starting a programme because 

their perceptions of programme length may be wrong, based on old-style four or five year 

programmes.   

 

Clearly, the shorter the scheme, the more the apprentice needs to enter the scheme ready to 

work and learn, and this may have implications for the ability of schemes to take young 

people from NEET status directly onto apprenticeship.  However, many „welfare to work‟ 

programmes exist which aim to support people to be ready for employment and training, and 

the Routes into Employment developed by Redcar & Cleveland offers a particularly useful 

template.  The key point to note is that such schemes work best if given a reasonable lead 

time, which requires constant scanning to identify potential demand/opportunities – a very 

tangible example would be the construction and subsequent operation of a new premises 

(supermarket, office block), but interviewees also suggested a need to gauge how demand for 

different occupations might evolve over time.   

 

Deployment 

 

This appears to be potentially the weakest link in the chain.  Persuading employers either to 

set up apprentice schemes, or to take apprentices on placement from schemes run by training 

providers, is reported to be a major challenge.  It requires employers to adopt a perspective 

which is both long-term and somewhat altruistic.  Long-term because the benefits of 

apprenticeships are clearly to be obtained later, when the apprentice is fully qualified.  

Somewhat altruistic because there is a risk that the employer will never obtain these benefits, 

either because they turn out not to need to recruit or they find that they lose their former 

apprentice to another employer offering better conditions.  The altruism should not be 

overstated – there is likely to be a „swings and roundabouts‟ effect which means that overall 

they do gain from participating in the development of apprentices.  However, we need to 

acknowledge that the smaller firm and the more uncertain the economic environment, the 

harder it is to be able to demonstrate a likely bottom-line benefit to taking on apprentices.  It 

is important to remember that the large-scale apprenticeship programmes of the past were run 

by large organisations which employed large numbers of staff – schemes run on this scale 

were still viable even if sometimes there weren‟t enough jobs at the end for everyone or 

(conversely) if a proportion of apprentices left to go elsewhere once they‟d completed. 

 

Against the backdrop, it is instructive to consider the cases we have examined.  Our findings 

indicate that the economies of scale which pertained under the big schemes of the past can in 

most cases only be obtain in the modern economy through collaboration within a sector.   
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Employment 

 

The huge job losses of the 1980s led many commentators to argue that it was no longer wise 

for individuals to think in terms of job security, and that it was instead vital to think in terms 

of employability.  Today this argument is typically couched in terms of ideas of transferable 

skills and lifelong learning, but the basic proposition remains sound.  In the context of 

apprenticeships, we have been struck by the ways in which some of the most successful 

schemes pay attention to the development of rounded individuals – young people who will be 

competent citizens, not merely competent workers.  A key part of this is the provision of 

information, advice and guidance which allows them to manage their careers.  It is worth 

remembering that, in a long bygone era of apprenticeships, there was often an expectation 

that after the completion of his (it was always his!) apprenticeship the craftsman would go off 

to find work elsewhere with a variety of master craftsmen to round off his „education‟ and 

hone his skills.  Now, we‟re not suggesting the solution to apprenticeships is a reinstatement 

of the medieval guild system!  However, we do think it is worth remarking that at the heart of 

the apprenticeship concept was a notion that completion of an apprenticeship produced 

competent individuals skilled in their craft and capable of standing on their own two feet, 

whose craft skills would then be honed and developed over a lifetime.  We might therefore 

tentatively suggest that the question of the apprentices‟ subsequent employment be viewed as 

an integral part of the apprentice‟s development.  That is, that they are supported to develop 

the employability skills (how to search for work, how to make successful applications etc.) 

needed to ensure that they get the opportunity to deploy the craft skills they have developed.  

This does not absolve training providers or employers from working constructively to help 

apprentices get their first job, but in the long-run the apprentices will be better off having 

learned how to find work than if they go through an apprenticeship programme assuming that 

„someone‟ will find them a job.  This will include job seeking skills, but will also involve the 

development of transferable skills (such as problem solving, critical thinking, team working, 

communication etc.) and, perhaps the most important transferable skill, developing their 

ability to engage in lifelong learning.   

 

Model of good practice 

 

Annex 3.5 shows the apprenticeship templates provided by Corus, which we are proposing as 

a potential template of good practice [Milestone 9b].  Given that we have identified numerous 

examples of good practice, it is important to stress that we are not suggesting that Corus 

offers the best model.  However, in difficult economic conditions the planning horizon in 

both public and private sector comes that much closer, and shorter apprenticeship 

programmes seem more likely to gain support.  Corus have developed a highly successful 

three-year programme, without sacrificing quality, and we feel this is a model which has 

much to recommend it.  We note however that this model is unlikely to be able to cope with 

direct entry from young people in NEET status and so, as noted above, there would be an 

important role for pre-apprenticeship programmes from „welfare to work‟ providers. 

 

Directions for future research 

 

One of the most surprising findings of our research was the extent to which employers and 

training providers were developing good practices without much reference to other models.  

Some of our interviewees agreed to be interviewed as much in order to discover what we had 

been finding out as to impart their own expertise.  One of the objectives of the study was to 
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provide a basis for future research, and it is clear that the landscape for apprenticeships has 

shifted markedly in the period since this project was commissioned.  Successive governments 

have sought to remedy the neglect of apprenticeship in the 1980s, but the present 

Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government has signalled something potentially 

more fundamental.  In Section 3.3 we highlighted Australia as a suitable international 

comparator, arguing that the much vaunted German model of apprenticeship was built on a 

tradition of valuing technical and vocational education which we lack.  The present 

government appears determined to address this, with David Willetts, Minister of State for 

Universities and Science, choosing to emphasise this in his first keynote speech: 

 

…that is why we also value apprenticeships, which should – wherever possible – be 

equivalent to A levels and linked to real employers. These can be the route to that 

elusive technician level of skills which is one of our economy‟s great weaknesses.  

 

… While in opposition, I was fortunate to visit the Large Hadron Collider at CERN. 

Two impressions have endured. The first is that I met some fantastic UK particle 

physicists. Yet, the second impression relates to the technicians I encountered during 

my visit – the people who actually assembled the greatest contemporary scientific 

experiment. On this score, the UK was clearly under-represented.  

 

It is crucial to the national interest that we develop a technician class in Britain, the 

skilled workers without whom we can't succeed in such fields as clean tech, nanotech 

or advanced manufacturing; without whom the new technology businesses…who are 

steering [us] towards a brighter economic future, are unable to grow. 

 

The reference to a „technician class‟ at first sounds rather old-fashioned, yet our research 

indicates that issues of social class are very much alive in terms of apprenticeships, NEETs 

and youth employment generally.  Media coverage of issues such as unemployed and 

underemployed graduates, and the contrast with the earnings potential of technical trades 

such as plumbers and electricians, may have provided the basis for this debate to be taken 

forward.  And subsequently in his speech he stresses the importance of careers advice, 

another issue flagged up by our interviewees, many of whom had to work hard to get across a 

message about the value of apprenticeships as a career route in the face of a lack of 

knowledge and understanding from key gatekeepers in the education system.   

 

We therefore feel that the most important avenues for future research will be to explore how 

this agenda unfolds.  Already there is evidence of some policy changes to apprenticeships, 

which are likely to be reclassified by the Government (Kornacki, 2010). Some of our case 

studies provide potential insights, showing how employers have sought to increase the 

attractiveness of apprenticeships through identifying a clear route for career development.  

This approach may however create some new problems for employers, for the government‟s 

agenda, and for young people.  Employers need a reasonable proportion of apprentices who 

aim to work in their trade, and cannot afford to have an intake composed entirely of 

individuals who want to fast-track through to routes into engineering or scientific careers.  If 

these approaches do become viewed as an attractive alternative to university, especially as the 

cost of going to university rises in light of the Browne Report, an apprenticeship may become 

seen merely as a route through a technical role into „better‟ occupations.  This will not serve 

to raise the value placed in the UK upon technicians to be similar to that of Germany.  An 

illustration may be useful for readers not familiar with the German model.  In the UK it is 

common practice for people who install and repair central heating systems to be referred to as 
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„heating engineers‟, thus borrowing prestige from the engineering professions.  In Germany, 

not only would they not be entitled to style themselves as engineers, but the more accurate 

title of „heating technician‟ would be one which would itself have some standing and respect.  

Mr Willetts‟s talk of a „technician class‟ clearly aspires to achieving a similar culture in the 

UK. 

 

Future research might also address some other as yet unanswered questions, for example: 

 

 Which duration of initiative is best?  

 Is it different for different courses?  

 Do the short timescales allow enough time to develop the skills? 
 

From the perspective of young people themselves, if entry into apprenticeships becomes 

more appealing it will also become more competitive, and this may push out some of the 

young people who currently opt for this route, forcing them into JWT or even NEET status.  

Whilst UK plc needs such competitive processes, if we are to have the best „technicians‟, it is 

clearly important to avoid falling into the trap that bedevils recruitment onto many 

professional degree programmes, namely that „best‟ means „best A levels‟.  Mr Willetts 

clearly stresses a valuing of craft skill, and it would be valuable to undertake research which 

explores the processes by which employers and training providers might select effectively 

from the larger pool of applicants they are likely to have in future.  This aspect also relates to 

the earlier discussion of supply, demand, and employers‟ perceptions of potential 

apprentices‟ skills, competences and suitability to be recruited and trained. 

 

Last but not least, in our research we encountered references to the importance of older 

workers in supporting (or in some cases, discouraging!) the development of apprenticeships.  

Perhaps reflecting the decline of apprenticeships in the 1980s, it was noted that in some cases 

the workers with most to offer would not be the previous generation, but the one before that.  

Many of these workers are approaching retirement, but the economic climate and changes to 

retirement rules and pension provision may mean they‟re approaching it more slowly than 

expected.  It would be valuable to explore how older workers might mentor apprentices, over 

and above any formally allocated work role, and the benefits this might have for both parties. 

 

Key Points 

 

 Need for active marketing of the benefits of apprenticeships to a range of stakeholders, 
particularly parents, teachers (and careers advisers) and prospective employers.  The 

National Apprenticeships Service has a critical role to play in this.   

 

 Support for further development of collaboration among employers and providers in 
achieving the economies of scale needed to offer effective apprenticeship programmes. 

 

 The position of NEETs is a difficult one, and the public and voluntary sector have a key 

role to play in supporting them in developing the kind of employability skills which 

would allow them to gain places on an apprenticeship programmes (or similar), to give 

them longer term security in a changing labour market.   

 

 Good practice in terms of apprenticeships will be shared in various existing forums, but 
we nevertheless noted a real appetite for more information from our respondents, 

suggesting that this is an area where more work is required. 
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 Local government has a key role, as it links a whole range of issues which affect 
apprenticeships e.g. education, planning, neighbourhoods, economic development etc.   

 

 The development of the „rounded‟ citizen, as part of the apprenticeship programme, may 

in the long run be the most important contribution.  Of particular importance is the 

development of an understanding of lifelong learning.  Employers and training providers 

may be able to gain support from public bodies to deliver these aspects of the programme. 

 

 The stress on lifelong learning arises from a recognition that labour market demands 
change rapidly, and we can no longer envisage a young person learning a „trade‟ after 

leaving school and practising that trade for the rest of their working lives.  Nevertheless, 

programmes are based around specific occupations, and it is therefore important they are 

based upon best estimates of demand for those skills.  Local government planning can 

provide advanced notice of short to medium term demand, and we note that increasingly 

sophisticated arrangements exist for getting that information to relevant providers.   There 

may be scope to combine these arrangements with more long term horizon scanning, 

bringing together a range of stakeholders to look at likely future demands.   

 

 Apprenticeships form an important part of the Coalition government‟s agenda in terms of 
changes to education and employment.  This region appears to be well-placed to respond 

to this, and the Institute for Local Governance (and its constituent members) can play an 

important role in this.  There may be definite advantages in being viewed as a leading 

example of what can be done. 
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APPENDIX: CORUS APPRENTICE MAPS 
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Advanced Apprenticeship Framework With Pathways To Higher Education 
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