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There is an impending skills crisis that could affect all high-tech industries within the UK, and 
the science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) sector in South East England 
is likely to suffer particularly badly. One means of addressing this skills shortage is to increase 
the quantity and quality of vocational training, particularly through Apprenticeship courses. 
There needs to be greater progression from Level 2 qualifications through to Level 3 
Advanced Apprenticeships and Higher Education. As this report will demonstrate, there will 
be significantly less demand for Level 2 qualifications in the future, and younger students 
should to be made aware of this so that they can adjust their training and employment 
ambitions accordingly. 
 
One of the biggest problems facing Apprenticeships is the low level of completion. Too many 
apprentices are either leaving courses through lack of interest or failing to complete the entire 
framework after having been offered non-apprentice employment. In 2001-2002, only 24% of 
apprentices in England completed their training, a figure that had increased to 31% by 2003 – 
2004 and 38% by 2004 – 2005. Although it is encouraging that these completion rates are 
slowly rising, it is still too slow. Comparable figures in the Netherlands and Germany are 60 – 
75%, whilst even Scotland has completion rates 20% higher than in England. This could be a 
result of the poor quality of some courses, but overall it points towards a lack of belief in the 
Apprenticeship scheme itself. 
 
Vocational routes to Higher Education through Apprenticeships are still stigmatised and 
occasionally seen as inferior to traditional academic pathways. It is not until teachers, parents 
and employers begin to champion vocational pathways that their credibility will increase, and 
with it completion rates and the numbers of those taking the qualifications. The benefit and 
long-term cost savings of investing in Apprenticeships must also be marketed to employers. 
And finally an increased collaboration between micro and SME companies should be 
encouraged so that they appreciate the mutual benefit of training employees and increasing 
the number of skilled workers within their industries. 
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Engineering is a highly technological industry, and will therefore bear the brunt of the current 
and future skills shortage over others such as the hospitality industry. There are already an 
increasing number of Hard to Fill Vacancies, and this number is likely to increase unless 
something is done to train both existing and future employees with the technical skills 
required for employment. 
 
It is the small and medium enterprise (SME) and micro companies that will suffer most from 
the skills shortage, and it is therefore these employers that need to be encouraged to 
participate in training programmes, and in particular in Apprenticeship schemes. All too often 
smaller companies view Apprenticeship schemes as too expensive, and choose to recruit 
cheaper foreign labour. This may solve the short term need for skilled workers, but will do little 
to address the long term problems facing the industry. 
 
Given that Apprenticeships are intended to be the primary vehicle for vocational training, it is 
worrying that only 25% of STEM companies currently employ them. Although there has been 
a slight increase in the number of people engaged with Apprenticeship courses, the numbers 
of Level 3 and above Advanced Apprenticeships have been in decline since 2001. It is also 
worrying that a large number of engineering employers offer no training to their existing 
employees, showing an over-reliance on an ageing workforce. 
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It is true that many vocational courses offered by Further Education Colleges (FECs) may not 
be entirely suitable for specific engineering roles, but it would be unfair to say that the blame 
for the skills shortages lies entirely with the provider. Engineering employers often offer 
apprentices employment once they have the requisite skills, but before they have finished the 
course and gained further qualifications that would allow them to progress to Level 3 and 4 
qualifications. In turn this means that the Apprenticeship framework is not functioning at its 
optimum capacity, and offers a further example of the short term, low skills strategy adopted 
by too many companies. 
 
There is a profound need for SME and micro companies to take a bigger role in training their 
existing and future employees. Given the financial costs of employing apprentices, it would be 
sensible if there were greater collaboration between these smaller companies. One method 
would be to form training syndicates, where the costs of training could be shared. This 
collaborative approach, built on partnerships with local training providers, is something that 
could to be encouraged by the Engineering and Technology Board (ETB) on a national level. 
Another problem that should be addressed is the proportionally low numbers of ethnic 
minority students entering Advanced Apprenticeship frameworks. 
 
 

���  ���������������
 
South East England benefits from a highly qualified workforce. 49% of its residents are 
qualified to Adult Learning Target 1 and 7% of the population are qualified to Level 5.1 On the 
other hand, at 18% the South East has the highest share of any region of the national skills 
gap, a figure that is at least partly the product of the highly skill-based local economy and its 
large share of overall employment.2 But, as the report will show, the South East suffers from a 
similar skills shortage to the rest of the UK. Given the high number of more technical STEM 
industries, however, it is likely to suffer even more in the future if problems such as an ageing 
workforce are not addressed. 
 
As the Leitch Review has recently argued, the future of British industry and employment lies 
with Level 3 and 4 qualifications and skills. There is considerable demand for training 
provision, but this demand is not always met by FECs. Equally, employers themselves must 
accept a share of the blame for the current skills shortage, with many showing a disregard for 
educational frameworks by adopting a short term and pragmatic view to this skills deficit. 
Providers and employers need to shoulder the burden equally. 
 
One of the biggest problems facing vocational training is the low completion levels of 
Apprenticeship frameworks. Many apprentices do not see the merit in completing them, a 
serious barrier to increased progression to Advanced Apprenticeships and Level 4 
qualifications. This is despite generally high levels of apprentice satisfaction with the course. 
Although colleges must do more to increase these completion rates, the blame must also lie 
with some employers who offer apprentices higher paid non-apprentice work. 
 
The cost of employing an apprentice is considerable. This cost will remain high, and may act 
as a barrier to the availability of apprenticeships. But what can be done is to communicate the 
long term cost benefits of employing apprentices and training low-skilled workers in existing 
employment. Large companies are fully aware of the need to address their future skills 
requirements, but smaller SME and micro companies fear that their initial investment will go to 
waste if employees choose to move company once trained. 
 
The problems mentioned above indicate a need for increased communication and 
collaboration between companies within the STEM industries and their external relations with 
training providers. Smaller companies need to be made aware of the wider benefits to the 
industry which training workers can bring, and that for each employee who leaves upon the 

                                                      
1 South East Regional Skills Report, Wirthlin Europe, March 2004. 
2 Ness 2005 
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completion of their apprenticeship, another will become available from a different company. 
FECs and training providers should therefore be persuaded to foster a culture of collaboration 
for mutual benefit, so that courses are tailored to the skills requirements of each role. This will 
not only help to increase credibility of Apprenticeships, but also encourage more apprentices 
to enter and complete frameworks that they know will give them the skills they need for 
employment. 
 
It is in this need to foster better communication between training providers and STEM 
employers that a role for the South East England Development Agency (SEEDA) emerges. 
By bringing together these different groups, SEEDA can adopt a brokerage role to ensure that 
industry and education can work together to maximise the potential of reducing the ever-
increasing skills gaps. By producing best practice guidelines for both FECs and STEM 
employers there will be greater understanding of the requirements of industry and the reality 
of vocational education. This in turn will increase the quality of Apprenticeships and foster a 
culture where they are seen as a successful and sensible route to Higher Education. 
 

� ! �  �������������	�����
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The survey of employers in the South East provides information in three core areas: training 
needs in the organisation; the standard of recruits and ability to hire skilled employees; as 
well as the current role of apprentices in their business and how satisfied they are with this. A 
total of 370 telephone interviews were conducted in August and September 2006, of which 
211 provided detailed commentary of the demand-side of the STEM Apprenticeship market. 
 
Overall, STEM employers in the South East express concern and dissatisfaction at the 
standard of those recruited into their business. Micro businesses and SMEs are more likely to 
be dissatisfied than satisfied, with large employers marginally more likely to be content. This 
attitude is also reflected in the number of employers experiencing skills gaps. All employers 
interviewed said that there were skills gaps across their business, but the levels at which 
these gaps occur are strongly affected by company size. Small organisations tend to suffer 
from gaps at the more junior levels, while for larger employers it is the more senior levels 
which are the problem area. 
 
There is a definite need for more skilled employees at entry level in Micro businesses and 
SMEs, even though these two types of company are less likely to employ untrained staff. This 
seeming paradox suggests dissatisfaction with the training received – whilst smaller 
businesses are hiring more trained staff, they still perceive skills gaps in these employees. 
Although the sample for micro companies was much lower (66 compared to 168), they are 
significantly less happy with the quality of recruits; the implications are either that smaller 
companies attract a lower quality of apprentice or that they are less able to provide the 
necessary support and training on site to assist apprentices once recruited. There is currently 
a mismatch between training and the suitability of skills acquired: over 50% of all employers 
and over two-thirds of large employers cite problems recruiting suitably skilled staff, even if 
these staff have received training. This would point towards a need for better communication 
with training providers, and in particular from micro and SME companies. 
 
Large employers are more likely to hire apprentices: only 16% of Micro businesses in the 
South East employ apprentices, compared with 77% of large STEM employers in the region. 
This pattern is mirrored in satisfaction with apprentices – those who hire more apprentices are 
more likely to be satisfied. The fact that smaller employers in the South East hire less 
aggravates the problem, leading to a greater sense of dissatisfaction. This is particularly 
notable for Micro businesses, where over 60% are unhappy with the quality and performance 
of their apprentices. However, paradoxically, overall satisfaction with training providers in the 
South East is high, with over 71% satisfied with the training on offer in the region and almost 
two-thirds praising providers for their responsiveness to employer needs and demands. 
 
As has been mentioned, Level 3 and 4 vocational qualifications are most likely to be 
undertaken by those already in employment. There will thus be a preference to study in FECs 
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that are located close to both their homes and employers. But, as maps produced by 
FreshMinds show (Figure 43 and Figure 44), there are a large number of employers located 
away from the immediate vicinity of a college. More therefore needs to be done to ensure that 
all employers know what training is offered close to their workplace. 
 
 

���   �����������������
 
Important terms found throughout this report include the following: 
 
ABI  Annual Business Inquiry 
ATF Apprenticeship Task Force 
AOSEC  Association of South East Colleges 
CE  Cambridge Econometrics 
CoVE  Centre of Vocation Excellence 
ETB  The Engineering and Technology Board 
FEC  Further Education Colleges 
GVA  Gross Value Added 
HtFV  Hard to fill vacancy 
IER  Institute for Employment Research 
LSC  Learning and Skills Council 
NESS  National Employer Skills Survey 
NGRF  National Guidance Research Forum 
ONS  Office of National Statistics 
SBL  School Based Learning 
SEEDA  South East England Development Agency 
SEMTA  Science, Engineering and Manufacturing Technologies Alliance 
SETNET  Science, Engineering, Technology and Mathematics Network. 
SME  Small Medium Enterprise 
SSC  Sector Skills Council 
SSDA  Sector Skills Development Agency 
STEM  Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths Network. 
WBL  Work Based learning 
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Apprenticeships and Higher Study: A study of the STEM sector in South East England follows 
the Leitch Review in calling for a shift of emphasis towards Level 3 and 4 qualifications. The 
UK as a whole is facing a severe skills shortage, and the South East’s high-tech economy will 
make it particularly vulnerable to these shortages. 
 
Various approaches are currently underway to address these problems, one of which is the 
Apprenticeship scheme. For a number of reasons, however, these schemes are not working. 
The report aims to offer some practical ideas that could help to address the STEM skills 
shortage in South East England, while also providing a model that could be applied across 
the whole country. 
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FreshMinds has combined both primary and secondary research to give an overall picture of 
the STEM industry both nationally and in South East England. Interviews were conducted with 
FE training providers, STEM employers and leading figures from organisations such as the 
Science, Engineering, Technology and Mathematics Network (SETNET), the Science, 
Engineering and Manufacturing Technologies Alliance (SEMTA) and the Engineering 
Employers Federation (EEF). 
 
A number of other reports were also used to provide statistics on employment. These 
included the Labour Force Survey, the National Employers Skills Survey 2005 (NESS), 
SEMTA’s Labour Market Survey and the South East Regional Skills Report 2004 amongst 
others. 
 
Two phases of primary research were included in this research: a survey of training providers 
in the South East of England and a survey of STEM employers in that area. 
 

# # �  ��������������
���	������
In order to supplement existing data and commentary published by the Learning and Skills 
Council (LSC), other agencies and the providers themselves, a survey was conducted to 
gather more detailed information on the supply-side dynamics of the Apprenticeship market in 
the South East of England. A total of 76 providers were contacted and 28 detailed interviews 
completed in August and September 2006.3 These covered both quantitative work, verifying 
and adding to the LSC figures, and a more detailed set of qualitative commentary on the 
supply-side market in the South East of England. 
 

# # # ��������������	������
The demand-side market was explored through telephone interviews with those responsible 
for training at STEM employers in the South East of England. These interviews were 
conducted alongside the training provider surveys in August and September 2006. A total of 
370 interviews were completed of which 211 respondents were in a position to provide 
detailed commentary on the demand-side of the STEM Apprenticeship market.4 This provides 

                                                      
3 There are a total of 161 potential providers of STEM Apprenticeships in the South East region; 76 of these actually 
provide such apprenticeships and we spoke to each of these. Detailed interviews were conducted with those running 
STEM Apprentice schemes at 28 providers. 
4 A total of 3,444 registered companies in the South East operate in the STEM sector or have significant STEM 
employees based on SOC and SIC codes. Of these we placed 532 calls and completed partial interviews with 370 
employers, full interviews for data collection on the demand-side market were completed with 211 employers. 
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a confidence interval of 6.5% at the 95% confidence level for the results, so if 50% of STEM 
employers give a particular response to the survey then we can be 95% confident that 
between 43.5% and 56.5% of all such employers in the South East of England would answer 
likewise. 
 
 

���  ����	����������
���������
 
The report begins by giving a national overview of employment, with a particular focus upon 
the STEM sector. It then goes on to look at South East England in more detail, focusing upon 
the areas suffering from skills shortages and the reasons behind them. 
 
The main segment of the report focuses upon the supply of Apprenticeship training and the 
demand for training from employers, highlighting the failures or problems within both areas. 
The influence of size upon companies’ engagement with the Apprenticeship system is also 
explored, together with the role and influence of larger companies upon training in the STEM 
sector. 
 
Finally the report highlights the key problems found in both the Apprenticeship system and in 
the attitude of employers and providers to the skills shortage. A number of general 
recommendations are given, before some more specific ideas as to what SEEDA could do. 
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Despite its strong economy, the UK is facing a severe skills shortage. There are clear benefits 
from improvements in training, and the vocational Apprenticeship scheme must be one of the 
leading methods by which skills levels are to be increased. Unfortunately the number of 
people taking Level 3 Advanced Apprenticeships has actually fallen.5 This, coupled with an 
ageing workforce and an over-reliance on foreign labour, has meant that skills shortages are 
not as apparent as they should be, but are more serious than ever. 
 
Skills shortages are seen across the country, but felt most acutely in STEM related industries 
where jobs often require more technical or practical skills. Many companies are aware of their 
skills gaps and the damaging effect that it has upon their businesses, but do nothing to 
address the problem. 
 
Construction is one particular industry that is continually expanding, and will demand a further 
500,000 recruits by 2010.6 Given that the number of people taking Apprenticeship courses is 
declining, it is worrying that only 25% of companies offer their existing employees any 
training. Hard-to-Fill vacancies (HfFVs) are seen across all industries, and are blamed on a 
lack of skills, work experience and qualifications. 
 
The high number of technical roles within the STEM sector leads to an increased level of 
skills shortages. HtFVs are particularly acute in industries such as engineering, where 
although the number of jobs in some areas is falling, the difficulty in finding suitable recruits is 
actually increasing. 
 
Employers are certainly in favour of training, and many do offer training to their existing 
workforce. Apprenticeships themselves, however, are often overlooked as a means to 
addressing skills shortages within the STEM sector. 
 
 

                                                      
5 ONS, Statistical First Release REF: ILR SFR09 
6 Apprenticeships Task Force (ATF) report, www.dfes.gov.uk/employers/atf.shtml, July 2005 
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The UK is credited with having the world’s 4th largest economy, and is regularly placed in the 
top ten countries worldwide for competitiveness. However, this masks a severe skills 
shortage; the UK ranks only 18th in the world for GDP per capita and 17th in the human capital 
league.7 The country clearly lags behind its international peer group in the levels of training 
that its population receives, which has a detrimental effect on economic performance: in the 
most recent comparison released by the Office of National Statistics, the UK is ranked well 
below the G7 average for both GDP per worker and GDP per hours worked.8 As Figure 1 
shows, there is an encouraging trend towards an increase in Levels 4-8, but this shift is not 
large enough. 
 
Figure 1: Qualifications held by UK working age pop ulation 1994 – 2004 (%) 9 
  No Qualifications Below Level 2 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4/5/6 Level 7/8  

1994 21 22 21 17 17 2 

1997 18 22 22 18 18 2 

2000 16 20 22 19 20 3 

2002 15 19 22 20 20 4 

2004 14 19 21 20 21 5 
Source: Labour Force Survey10 
 
Proponents of more training, such as Professor Mike Campbell, Director of Strategy and 
Research at the Sector Skills Development Agency (SSDA), argue that this improvement 
alone has led to a £30bn - £50bn increase in GDP as well as the creation of 200,000 new 
jobs corroborated by a report by the Institute of Fiscal Studies, which concluded that training 
300,000 more workers could lead to a direct increase in GDP of £10bn.11 There is therefore 
widespread consensus that an increase in the number of highly skilled workers will bring an 
enormous benefit to the country’s economy, and handsomely repay any investment made to 
encourage it.  
 
There is also broad agreement from both training and skills experts, and the Government, that 
vocational learning, now spearheaded by the Apprenticeship scheme, is central to the 
preparation of the UK’s workforce for an increasingly competitive global economy. The 
success of Apprenticeships will therefore have far reaching consequences for the country as 
a whole, and could help to encourage more employees to continue their education beyond 
Level 2 qualifications and into Higher Education. 
 

! # #  �
��	$���	�	
�����������
�%����������	�
As evidence produced by the SSDA has shown, simply ignoring the need to train is not an 
option. Currently, the SSDA estimates that three in four of all new jobs require applicants to 
be trained to at least Level 3, which in the context of Apprenticeships translates into an 
Advanced Apprenticeship.12 It is therefore of particular concern that the number of enrolments 
on Advanced Apprenticeships has declined not only in absolute terms, but also as a 
proportion of the total number of Apprenticeships undertaken. The trend may be less marked 
in the engineering sector, but it is still evident. 
 

                                                      
7 Professor Mike Campbell, Director of Strategy and Research, at the SSDA conference 'Meeting UK Future Skills 
Needs', May 2006. 
8 www.statistics.gov.uk/pdfdir/icp0206.pdf 
9 Labour Force Survey, www.data-archive.ac.uk/findingData/lfsTitles.asp 
10 For a detailed explanation of each level see Appendix 2, National Qualifications Framework. 
11 Professor Mike Campbell, Director of Strategy and Research, at the SSDA conference 'Meeting UK Future Skills 
Needs', May 2006. 
12 Raising Performance Through Skills, Strategic Plan 2003-2006, SSDA 2003, www.ssda.org.uk/pdf/raise-
summary.pdf 
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The skills shortage faced by employers is best highlighted by NESS, 2005. A survey of just 
under 75,000 employers across the UK, NESS is one of the best sources of information 
available as to how employers view the level of skills possessed by the available labour pool. 
Skills gaps are defined by NESS as “where employers report having employees who are not 
fully proficient at their jobs”. 16% of employers questioned for the NESS report considered 
their workforce to have skills gaps, whilst on average 6% of the total workforce was not 
considered to be fully proficient. As Figure 2 demonstrates, the skills gap is felt across the 
UK, but is particularly acute in the South East, which has the highest number of not fully 
proficient employees and a higher percentage of establishments with skills gaps than the 
national average. 
 
Figure 2: Incidence of skills gap by region 2005  

Area 

%of 
establishments 
with any skills 
gap 

Number of 
employees 
not fully 
proficient 

%of staff 
reported 
as having 
skills gap 

Share of 
employment 

Share of 
all skills 
gaps 

All England 16 1,265,000 6 100 100 
  

Yorkshire & Humber 23 156,500 8 10 12 
North East 21 53,300 6 4 4 
South East 18 231,700 7 16 18 
North West  16 165,000 6 13 13 
West Midlands  16 110,200 5 11 9 
East Midlands  15 106,700 6 8 8 
South West 15 107,500 5 10 8 
Eastern  15 115,100 5 10 9 
London  13 218,800 6 18 17 

Source: NESS 2005 
 
These results are less alarming when it is considered that the explanation given for 70% of 
these skills gaps is that staff have only recently been recruited, and therefore have not fully 
settled into their new roles. Employers were, however, ready to attribute approximately 25% 
of their skills gaps to their staff’s lack of training and inability to keep up with changes in the 
industry, whilst also blaming a third of the problem on a lack of motivation among their staff to 
pursue further training. Equally worrying was that one in eight employers with skills gaps 
admitted doing nothing to resolve them. 
 
The extent of the problem can be seen across many sectors, although it is particularly stark in 
the construction industry. Construction is estimated to have grown by 30% in the last ten 
years, and it is forecast that the sector will require a further 500,000 recruits by 2010.13 
However, the problem lies in the estimation by the Apprenticeships Task Force (ATF) that 
only one quarter of employers in the industry train their staff. This shows an over-reliance on 
an ageing workforce, as well as on the current economic circumstances which allow the 
importation of low-cost skilled labour from abroad, in particular from Eastern Europe. 
 
Every year since its inception in 1999, NESS has confirmed that employers’ skills gaps are 
predominantly accounted for by their ‘lower level’ employees. Such groups are deemed to 
account for 39% of all skills gaps, a figure which is disproportionate to their share of 
employment (28%). The key skills reported as lacking by employers in the skilled trades 
sector were, in more than two thirds of cases, practical, technical or job-specific; i.e. precisely 
the sort of skills that Apprenticeships are designed to instil in employees (see Figure 3). 

                                                      
13 Apprenticeships Task Force (ATF) report, www.dfes.gov.uk/employers/atf.shtml, July 2005 
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Figure 3: Skills reported as lacking by employers i n the NESS 2005 

Skills Lacking 
% Mentioned 
All 2005 

Skilled 
Trades 

In South 
East Region 

Team working 48 39 49 
Customer handling 46 33 47 
Technical and practical skills 44 64 47 
Oral communication 42 36 41 
Problem solving 40 43 39 
Written communication 29 30 26 
Management skills 26 18 21 
ITC 23 17 20 
Literacy 22 23 20 
Numeracy 21 19 18 
Office admin. skills 20 15 17 
Professional IT skills 12 9 8 
Foreign languages 9 6 8 

Source: NESS 2005 
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In 2005, 7% of employers reported having HtFVs, over half of which (a total of 4% of all 
employers) were attributed, at least in part, to difficulties in finding suitably qualified or 
experienced applicants. ‘Skilled Trades’ positions were reported to be of particular concern 
amongst employers, not least because HtFVs in skilled trades sectors were far more likely to 
be caused by a lack of relevant skills than any other factor. Most worryingly, 44% of 
employers with HtFVs reported that such vacancies had a “major impact” on their business. 
 
A ‘lack of skills’, ‘lack of experience’ and a ‘lack of qualifications’ accounted for over 60% of 
the reasons for HtFVs. Extrapolating from these three areas, the NESS report concluded that 
49% of all hard-to-fill vacancies were skills related. The ‘lack of work experience’ and ‘lack of 
qualifications’ that were not given such weight in previous surveys, are therefore showed to 
be of increasing importance to employers. 
 
The skills shortages mentioned above lead to a high number of vacancies that cannot be 
filled, and therefore limit expansion across the region. The density of Skill Shortage 
Vacancies (SSVs) as a proportion of all vacancies is particularly severe in the following 
sectors: 
 

·  Summit Skills: 44% 
·  Automotive Skills: 37% 
·  SEMTA: 35% 
·  Construction: 35% 
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In its March 2006 report Science and Innovation Investment Framework: Next Steps the 
government committed itself to increasing both the volume and quality of STEM related 
training in the UK.14 The motivation for the report, and indeed the policy, was to increase the 
UK’s high-tech competitiveness in an increasingly crowded global marketplace. Key targets 
included achieving annual increases in the numbers of students taking scientific A-levels, 
increasing the number of pupils attaining Level 6 at the end of key stage 3, improving science 
GCSE results and investing in STEM-related vocational learning. 
 
One of the initial problems to be overcome to achieve increases in Work-based Learning 
(WBL) would be the current lack of accurate statistics on the number of learners engaged in 
courses. The LSC currently has a figure (over 400,000 in 2003) for enrolments on 
engineering- related courses, but it readily acknowledges that this number is highly unreliable 
as it is common for an individual learner to enrol on multiple courses simultaneously.15 
 
It is a further concern that approximately 25% of learners are enrolled on courses that are 
classified as ‘not certificated’ or ‘not recognised’. SEMTA reports that employers would like to 
see the number of such courses reduced so that investment can be targeted solely on 
industry-recognised courses.16 The lack of information mentioned above therefore acts as a 
barrier to regulating the provision of courses, and hampers any attempts to improve the 
quality of courses in line with industry demands. Problems associated with STEM education 
also lead directly to skills shortages across the industry. 
 
Whilst there may be a lack of information regarding the specific figures for various courses 
such as engineering, there is accurate information regarding the number of Apprenticeship 
course enrolments, as Figure 4 demonstrates. These trends are shown more acutely by the 
precise figures for the numbers of learners starting courses each quarter. 
 
Figure 4: Enrolments on Apprenticeship Courses 2000  – 2005 

  Aug-Oct Nov-Jan Feb-Apr May-Jul Annual Total 

Apprenticeship 

2000/01 33,500 20,200 23,900 26,500 104,100 

2001/02 38,300 21,600 22,800 25,600 108,300 

2002/03 47,400 23,300 24,500 27,100 122,200 

2003/04 54,400 26,600 27,800 27,900 136,600 

2004/05 56,900 25,600 21,400 30,600 134,500 

2005/06 51,000  n/a n/a  n/a  n/a  

Advanced Apprenticeship 

2000/01 28,200 16,100 14,200 13,800 72,400 

2001/02 23,700 11,200 9,800 9,400 54,000 

2002/03 24,300 9,800 8,300 7,900 50,400 

2003/04 26,000 11,100 10,100 9,700 57,000 

2004/05 24,600 10,000 8,400 10,900 53,900 

2005/06 22,200  n/a n/a n/a   n/a 
 Source: ONS, Statistical First Release REF: ILR SFR09 
 
As Figure 5 shows, STEM-related sectors demonstrate some different trends. Advanced 
Apprenticeships, for example, have maintained a high level of popularity relative to Level 2 
courses, and have only recently been surpassed in numbers by their lower-level counterparts. 
Even this, however, is something about which concern has been expressed in some quarters. 

                                                      
14 www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/media/D2E/4B/bud06_science_332v1.pdf 
15 SEMTA, Sector Skills Agreement, 2006. 
16 SEMTA, Sector Skills Agreement, 2006. 
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Those who criticise such a trend claim that in the future the UK STEM-related economy will 
have little demand for Level 2 qualifications, and that too many resources are being diverted 
into teaching people skills that will soon be obsolete at the expense of encouraging people 
into the roles that will actually be required. These critics point out that the engineering and 
technology sectors in particular, which have the greatest demand for Level 3/4 qualified 
employees, are suffering from the broad-brush approach of an Apprenticeship policy that 
aims to cater for hairdressing and marine engineering under the same umbrella. 
 
Figure 5: Public Service Agreement (PSA) enrolments  in STEM related sectors for 
Apprenticeships (absolute and as a % of all enrolme nts) 2002-2005 

Age band 2002/03 2003/04 2004/05 

Apprenticeships 

16-18 8,400 7% 11,400 8% 12,000 9% 

19-21 2,300 2% 3,200 2% 2,900 2% 

All 10,700 9% 14,600 11% 14,900 11% 

Advanced Apprenticeships 

16-18 12,400 25% 12,300 22% 11,500 21% 

19-21 3,500 7% 3,600 6% 2,700 5% 

All 15,900 32% 15,900 28% 14,200 26% 
Source: ONS, Statistical First Release REF: ILR SFR09 
 
As can be seen from Figure 5, STEM related sectors account for 11% of Apprenticeship 
course starts, and 25% of Advanced Apprenticeship course starts. This can be attributed to 
the sector’s high reliance on vocational skills at all levels and a long-standing tradition of 
Apprenticeships in STEM industries, although it may also reflect the higher number of STEM-
related businesses. 
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In 2004, the National Guidance Research Forum (NGRF) estimated that the total number of 
people employed in the Engineering sector was 1.4 million. Overall employment in the area 
has been in steady decline for the past few decades, a trend which is expected to continue, 
although only in lower-level engineering roles. There is, however, a trend towards 
employment growth for professional engineers and higher-level technicians. 
 
In 2002, SEMTA published its ‘Labour Market Survey of the Engineering Industry in Britain’. 
This was the result of a nationwide enquiry into the Engineering sector, involving interviews 
with over 4,000 engineering employers, which produced accurate data on employment and 
training trends in the sector.  
 
Employment was shown to have been fairly volatile between 1999 and 2002, although 
unfortunately, as no further reports were carried out after 2002, there is no comparable data 
for the last 4 years. There is a general trend in the available data, however, that shows a 
movement away from employing lower-skilled workers (operators, assemblers, craftspersons) 
towards recruiting for more highly qualified positions such as Engineering managers (see 
Figure 6). This illustrates the overall demand in the STEM industry for higher level 
qualifications, and offers further evidence of the growing problem of skills shortages within the 
STEM sector in the South East. So overall whilst the sector is demanding higher level 
qualifications and skills, more people are only doing lower-level apprenticeships, showing a 
clear mismatch. 
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Figure 6: Employment in the Engineering Sector 1999  – 2002.  

Occupation 
Employees 
(1999), ‘000 

Employees 
(2002), ‘000 

% of total workforce 
(2002) 

% change 
(1999-2002) 

Engineering managers 68 79 5 16 
Other managers 96 93 6 -3 

Professional engineers 91 91 6 0 
Other professionals 45 45 3 0 
Engineering supervisors 48 39 3 -19 
Other supervisors 49 33 2 -33 
Technicians 110 132 8 20 
Craftspersons 309 274 18 -11 
Operators/assemblers 574 472 30 -18 
Admin / clerical 164 166 11 1 
Other employees 116 125 8 8 
Total 1,670 1,549 100 -7 
Source: SEMTA, 2002 Labour Market Survey of the Engineering Industry in Britain17  
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The 2002 SEMTA report also highlighted the specific roles that employers found it difficult to 
recruit for, due in large (as discussed above) to skills gaps in certain areas. 46% of sites with 
HtFVs were trying to recruit craftspersons (in particular welders), 25% were looking for 
operators/assemblers (in particular machine operators), and 23% were looking for 
technicians. Quite why these roles should have been difficult to fill at a time when the number 
of available positions for those qualified to perform them was shrinking again points to a clear 
skills shortage. 
 
Fitting the more general national trend, the two reasons most commonly cited by employers in 
the SEMTA survey for having HtFVs were: 
 

·  Lack of candidates with required work experience (52%). 
·  Lack of candidates with required qualifications (37%). 

 
As appears to be the case on the national level, these two reasons refer directly to a shortfall 
in training provision that has left employers with a permanent skills gap. As a result of these 
HtFVs, and the skills gap more generally, nearly half of the companies interviewed in the 
SEMTA survey reported that they were having difficulties recruiting. 
 
The skills gap did not just affect recruitment, however, with 16% of employers in the survey 
reporting that there was a gap between the abilities of their workforce and the abilities that 
were required. The major gap reported by employers was in ‘technical skills’, an area strongly 
connected with Apprenticeships. The most frequently reported technical skills gaps were in 
CNC machine operations (21%), assembly line / production robotics (9%) and general 
engineering skills (6%). 
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The response most often adopted by employers to a skills gap was, in 55% of cases, to 
increase training for their existing workforce. Only over two-thirds of employers in the SEMTA 
survey claimed to have organised training for their staff at some point in the previous year. 
This would demonstrate both a requirement and a respect for training, but leaves a question 
as to why the same employers have not shown similar interest in Apprenticeships. It is 
evident that a large majority of employers are aware such schemes exist, and yet they decide 
not to use them, in the process incurring higher costs, having lower staff retention rates, and 
                                                      
17 SEMTA, 2002 Labour Market Survey of the Engineering Industry in Britain. 
www.semta.org.uk/NTOPubImages.nsf/vGraphics/lms2002a/$file/lms2002a.pdf 
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developing skills gaps which have to be dealt with later in staff members’ careers, again at a 
higher cost. Clearly, once again a lack of technical and practical skills can be seen as a 
serious problem among skilled trades across the country, highlighting the marketing and 
communication failures that will be discussed later in the report. 
 
NESS also looked more specifically at skills gaps suffered in the sectors covered by SEMTA 
and as Figure 7 shows they suffer from them more than the national average in terms of the 
number of businesses. 
 
Figure 7: Skills Gaps overall and specifically in t he SEMTA sector 

Sector 

% of 
establishments with 

any skills gap 

Number of 
employees 

not fully 
proficient 

% of staff 
reported as 

having 
skills gap 

% share of 
employment 

% share of 
all skills 

gaps 
SEMTA 19 69,600 6 6 5 
Overall 16 1,265,000 6 100 100 

 
This view is supported by the opinions of STEM sector managers, with one stating during 
interview that it is “impossible to get qualified staff” and that “there is a massive shortage of 
young, keen, smart people wanting to go into the industry”. The country as a whole is 
therefore seriously threatened by a shortage of skilled workers within STEM sectors, and this 
problem is even more evident in South East England. 
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Given the dynamic, high-tech economy of the South East England region, it is unsurprising 
that strong growth is predicted. But with this growth will come a greater need for Levels 3/4/5 
qualifications to cater to this demand. Conversely there will be a fall in the number requiring 
just Level 2 qualifications, which highlights the problem of a system which focuses upon Level 
2 qualifications. 
 
The low unemployment levels of the SEEDA region have the knock on effect of adding to the 
skills shortage. Indeed, the South East has a higher percentage of HfTVs than the rest of the 
country. Many young workers are content to go into jobs that require only Levels 1 or 2 
qualifications and thus little training, instead of devoting the time and energy to achieving 
advanced skills and qualifications. 
 
Many employers are aware of the skills shortage and aware of the harm that it does to their 
businesses, but are unwilling to take steps to combat it. Instead they are content to adopt a 
low skills strategy. Perhaps the most worrying statistic from the STEM sector in South East 
England was that only 25% of companies employed apprentices. The reasons behind this will 
be addressed later in the report, but it points to either a widespread discontent with the 
Apprenticeship system or a lack of knowledge of what it can offer, both problems which could 
be fixed. 
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The South East has a dynamic, high-tech economy which benefits from proximity to London. 
The industries in the area tend to be highly skill-based, as they often involve new technology 
and IT. Business therefore makes stringent demands on the local education and training 
infrastructure, demands which are not always met. 
 
The South East accounts for 14% of the UK population, but 16% of the nation’s GVA. Relative 
to the population of the South East, disproportionately small sectors by comparison with the 
rest of the UK are: mining and quarrying, non-metallic mineral production, basic metals and 
fabricated metal products. Disproportionately large sectors are: office machinery and 
computers, radio, television and communication equipment, medical, precision and optical 
equipment, and transport equipment (Figure 8). 
 
Figure 8: Gross Value Added by Industry Groups, SE compared to UK total, 2002  
Sector South East UK total SE as % of Total 

Agriculture, hunting, forestry and fishing 947 8,978 11% 

Mining, quarrying of energy producing materials 136 2,141 6% 

Other mining and quarrying 146 1,479 10% 

Manufacturing 17,698 147,462 12% 

Electricity, gas and water supply 2,070 16,140 13% 

Construction 8,576 55,490 15% 

Wholesale and retail trade (including motor trade) 18,938 115,619 16% 

Hotels and restaurants 4,342 30,918 14% 

Transport, storage and communication 12,648 74,192 17% 

Financial intermediation 8,454 61,656 14% 

Real estate, renting and business activities 42,884 220,694 19% 

Public administration and defence 7,790 47,421 16% 

Education 6,710 55,304 12% 

Health and social work 7,960 61,313 13% 

Other services 7,162 47,921 15% 

Total 141,780 906,000 16% 

Source: ONS, Region in Figures: South East, Winter 2004/05 
 
In terms of the employment available in the region, 41% of the South East population are 
employed in ‘High Order’ occupations (possibly reflecting the ‘commuter belt’ effect of the 
region’s proximity to London). In Berkshire and Surrey the levels of this sort of employment 
are 48% and 47% respectively, whilst in Kent and Medway they are only 33%.18 There are 
also, of course, differences in the relative prosperity of the sub-regions which make up the 
South East. Berkshire, for example has a GVA per capita more than 150% greater than 
Medway. 
 
The LSC predicts, based on its assumptions from the Institute for Employment Research 
(IER) and Cambridge Econometrics’ (CE) estimates, that employment trends in the sub 
regions in forthcoming years will effect employment in the ways laid out below. Based on the 
region’s historically strong growth, the LSC would seem justified in predicting strong regional 
growth in employment. 

                                                      
18 South East Regional Skills Report, Wirthlin Europe, March 2004. 
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Figure 9: Employment in the South East by sub-regio n in 2004 and predicted changes 
by 2014 
Region 2004 2014 (projected) % change % change pa 

MKOB 749,000 810,000 8.1% 0.8% 

Berkshire  511,000 551,000 7.8% 0.8% 

HIOW 914,000 964,000 5.5% 0.5% 

Surrey  603,000 652,000 8.1% 0.8% 

Sussex  721,000 762,000 5.7% 0.6% 

Kent  730,000 776,000 6.3% 0.6% 
Total for South East 4,228,000 4,515,000 6.8% 0.7% 

Source: LSC, South East Learning and Skills Needs Assessment, 2005 
 
When the same predictions are made by sector instead of sub-region, however, the results do 
not look promising for employment levels in STEM-related industries in the South East. The 
LSC predicts a major decline in both mining (-11%) and engineering (-11%), together with 
significant declines in manufacturing (5%) and food / drink (7%) (Figure 10). Such decreases 
in employment, as the LSC points out, are likely to be caused by the increased dominance of 
less labour-intensive industries and a growth in high-tech businesses with requirements for 
fewer, but more highly trained staff. This clearly points to a need for greater numbers to 
continue their vocational training to achieve higher qualifications and skills. 
 
Figure 10: Employment in the South East by industri al sector in 2004 and predicted 
changes by 2014 
Sector 2004 2014 (projected) % change % change pa 

Agriculture 66,000 63,000 -4.5% -0.5% 

Mining 27,000 24,000 -11.1% -1.2% 

Food, drink 28,000 26,000 -7.1% -0.7% 

Engineering 116,000 103,000 -11.2% -1.2% 

Rest of manufacturing 254,000 242,000 -4.7% -0.5% 

Construction 309,000 313,000 1.3% 0.1% 

Retail 754,000 831,000 10.2% 1.0% 

Hotels 267,000 297,000 11.2% 1.1% 

Transport, Communications 253,000 258,000 2.0% 0.2% 

Banking 147,000 158,000 7.5% 0.7% 

Other business 814,000 919,000 12.9% 1.2% 

Other services 270,000 289,000 7.0% 0.7% 

Public 170,000 165,000 -2.9% -0.3% 

Education 331,000 355,000 7.3% 0.7% 

Health 421,000 472,000 12.1% 1.2% 
Total for South East 4,227,000 4,515,000 6.8% 0.7% 

Source: LSC, South East Learning and Skills Needs Assessment, 2005. 
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An Institute for Employment Research survey estimates that by 2010 the number of jobs in 
the region requiring Level 5 skills will have risen by 34%, 39% more jobs will require Level 4 
skills, 14% more jobs will require Level 3 skills, and the number of jobs that require no 
qualification will have decreased by 18%.19 In the face of such training requirements, it is an 
appropriate time to consider how fit the education infrastructure in the region is to provide 
such quality and quantity of training. 
 
                                                      
19 Cited by South East Regional Skills Report, Wirthlin Europe, March 2004. 
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The South East does benefit from a highly qualified workforce. 49% of all residents in the 
South East are qualified to Adult Learning Target 1 (ranging from Kent and Medway at 38% to 
Surrey and Sussex at 54%), and 7% of the population are qualified to Level 5 (Surrey 10%, 
Kent and Medway 4%).20 On the other hand, at 18% the South East has the highest share of 
any region of the national skills gap, a figure that is at least partly the product of the highly 
skill-based local economy and its large share of overall employment. 
 
Despite the skills gap, levels of employment in the South East are high and unemployment is 
currently at around only 3%. This would suggest that the lack of training in the region is 
particularly severe, as employers also have a reduced choice over whom to employ. It also 
accounts for the reluctance of many to take higher qualifications, given the abundance of 
lower skilled jobs that are readily available. 
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The distribution of skills problems around the region can be seen below. The number of Hard-
to-fill Vacancies (HtFVs) is higher in the South East than in most parts of England, but this 
could only be a problem of the very low levels of unemployment and the high skill industries 
that operate in the region. The proportion of Skill-shortage Vacancies (SSVs) as a percentage 
of total employment confirms this supposition by conforming more readily to the national 
average. 
 
Figure 11: Skills Problems in South East sub-region s compared to the English average  

Area 

Total 
Vacancies 

as % of 
employment  

Total HtFVs as % of 
employment 

Total SSVs 
as % of 

employment 

HtFVs as 
% of 

vacancies 

SSVs as 
percentage 

of 
vacancies 

MKOB LSC 3.2% 1.1% 0.5% 33.2% 16.3% 

Berkshire LSC 3.7% 1.4% 0.6% 37.9% 16.6% 

HIOW LSC 3.7% 1.8% 0.8% 47.6% 22.4% 

Surrey LSC 3.6% 1.7% 0.7% 46.1% 19.3% 

Sussex LSC 3.4% 1.5% 0.6% 44.2% 16.8% 

Kent LSC 3.1% 1.5% 0.6% 46.7% 20.5% 

South East 3.5% 1.5% 0.6% 42.5% 18.7% 

England  3.1% 1.2% 0.6% 40.0% 19.9% 
Source: LSC, South East Learning and Skills Needs Assessment, 2005. 
 
When questioned about the reasons for their SSVs, employers within the South East counties 
most frequently referred to a lack of technical and practical skills within the applicants, 
although at 37% the incidence of this response was smaller than the national value (see 
Figure 11 and Figure 12). 

                                                      
20 South East Regional Skills Report, Wirthlin Europe, March 2004. 



     

23 
  

   
 
 

 
Figure 12: Employer's reasons for SSVs in the South  East 
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Source: FreshMinds adapted from South East Learning and Skills Assessment 2005 
 
Employers’ estimations in 2003 placed 10% of the South East workforce, 380,000 employees, 
as being less than proficient for their current role, a value differing only slightly from the 
national value of 11% and that of other regions of the UK. When investigating the reasons 
behind these skills gaps, 72%, both nationally and regionally, were accounted for by a lack of 
experience within the role and so suggested the incidence of gaps were temporary. More 
alarmingly, however, was that 25% of skills gaps were viewed to be a result of the 
establishments' own failure to train and develop staff. Other factors mentioned included lack 
of staff motivation, staff failing to keep up with the industry changes and high staff turnovers.21 
 
The occurrence of skills gaps within a business were viewed to have significantly different 
impacts on a business compared with SSVs. Within the South East, 83% of the businesses 
possessing SSVs reported that it resulted in an increased workload for the current workforce, 
while 51% saw it limiting their ability to meet customer service aims. Only 6% saw it 
generating no difficulties. In terms of internal skills gaps, although 35% saw it limiting their 
ability to meet customer demands, 31% viewed it as having no effect on the business, which 
was in keeping with the national view. The stark difference between these skills deficiencies 
could result from businesses being able to adapt well to internal skill shortages. More 
detrimentally to UK industry, however, is the possibility of it being a direct result of businesses 
settling for low skills strategies.21 
 
In dealing with skills deficiencies within the region, the South East Regional Skills Report in 
2004 found that 41% of those living in the region were considered to be ‘learners’, whilst 63% 
of the population had done some training since leaving full-time education. This latter figure, 
supported by the fact that 79% of South East employers said that in response to skills gaps 
they provided further training, reflects the necessity of reactive training provisions within the 
region. 
 
Of those that are not classifiable solely as ‘learners’, 15% were found to be involved in some 
form of learning or studying at the time of the survey; 28% had been involved in some form of 

                                                      
21 South East Learning and Skills Needs Assessment, 2005 Update 
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training in the previous year. The same percentage reported they would either definitely or 
likely to undertake some form of training in the coming year. 
 
The report also classified 37% of South East residents as “learning advocates”, 28% as 
“learning latents” (seeing the value in learning, but not doing as much as they might like) and 
35% as “learning sceptics”. 
 
The South East has therefore been shown to suffer from a similar skills shortage to the rest of 
the UK but given the high number of more technical STEM industries it is likely to suffer even 
more in the future if problems such as an ageing workforce are not addressed. 
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According to the Office of National Statistics (ONS), the proportion of registered businesses 
most likely to require STEM skills (i.e. manufacturing, construction, motor trade, and 
telecommunications) accounted for 25% of all businesses in the UK in 2003.22 Within the 
South East, these same sectors accounted for the same proportion of businesses in the 
region, but, on a national level, they made up 19% of the total number of businesses involved 
in these four sectors 
 
This demonstrates the high volume of business activity in the South East as well as the 
national importance of STEM-related activities taking place within the region. Relative to the 
overall size of the rest of the South East economy, however, these four sectors are of the 
same importance to the region as they are at a national level.  
 
In terms of the size of companies operating in the sectors most closely linked to STEM, the 
South East has an even distribution of small and large companies, reflecting the average size 
distributions of similar companies throughout the UK and the fact that the South East’s 
population accounts for 14% of the national total. 
 
The STEM sector in the South East presents a similar picture to that in the UK as a whole, 
exemplifying the skills shortage seen across all industries. The SEMTA 2002 report into the 
region found 11,500 engineering / manufacturing establishments employing 218,000 people.23 
Large numbers of these companies employed fewer than 5 people, and indeed only 4,700 
sites were responsible for employing over 200,000 of the total employed in the sector. 
 
The composition of the workforce was also similar to that in the UK generally, although 
SEMTA discovered that industry in the South East employed more operators / assemblers 
and fewer craftspeople than the UK average. Furthermore the even employment distribution 
across the all STEM industries with the region suggests the requirement for a broad range of 
skills and training provisions (Figure 13). 
 
Figure 13: Distribution of STEM employment across t he UK 
Area Aerospace Automotive Electronics Marine 
East Midlands  13% 6% 5% 3% 
East of England 7% 9% 12% 5% 

London  1% 4% 5% 1% 
North East 1% 7% 3% 7% 
North West  22% 11% 7% 15% 
South East 10% 8% 22% 18% 
South West 20% 6% 10% 28% 
West Midlands  6% 31% 9% 2% 
Yorkshire and the Humber 4% 6% 4% 2% 
Scotland  4% 2% 13% 18% 
Wales  6% 7% 6% 1% 
Nothern Ireland 5% 2% 3% 1% 

Source: FreshMinds adapted from SEMTA Sector Skills Agreement derived from the Annual 
Business Inquiry (ABI) 2002 / Northern Ireland Census of Employment 2001 (Bioscience 
figures not available). 
 
Only 25% of the companies involved in the survey in the South East reported employing 
apprentices or other recognised trainees, compared with 36% of companies nationally. This 
translated to a figure of over 2,000 apprentices. Only 85% of employers said that they had 
given some form of training to these apprentices / trainees over the previous 12 months, 
leaving 15% who employed apprentices without giving them any formal training. This would 

                                                      
22 www.statistics.gov.uk/StatBase/Product.asp 
23 www.semta.org.uk/NTOPubImages.nsf/vGraphics/lms2002a/$file/lms2002a.pdf 
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indicate a need to better market the merits of Apprenticeship schemes to employers in the 
South East, so that they understand the potential they have for increasing the skill levels of 
existing and future employees.  
 

- ! �  &��
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Recruitment patterns for the year 2002 were again similar to the national average, with 69% 
of employers having recruited new staff in the previous 12 months (64% nationally). 63% of 
employers had recruited ‘young people’.24 
 
There were more ‘hard-to-fill vacancies’ HtFVs in the South East in 2002 (34%) than in the 
rest of the country (27%), and, at the time of the survey, 48% of employers reported having 
current HtFVs. HtFVS were particularly prevalent in the Basic Metals (50% of businesses) 
and Aerospace (47%) industries.  
 
The two most commonly cited reasons for HtFVs were, as was the case nationally, both skills 
related. 58% of employers blamed their vacancies on the applicants’ lack of work experience, 
and 31% put it down to applicants lacking the required qualifications or skills. 
 
The South East has therefore been shown to have a higher percentage of technical and HfTV 
vacancies than the rest of England, yet fewer companies employing apprentices. Given that 
an ageing workforce will need to be renewed, this is a problem that will only worsen with time 
if more employers do not start to take on apprentices or encourage their existing employees 
to pursue further training. 
 

                                                      
24 www.semta.org.uk/NTOPubImages.nsf/vGraphics/lms2002a/$file/lms2002a.pdf 
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One of the greatest problems of the Apprenticeship system is that there is too much emphasis 
upon Level 2 qualifications, unsurprising given that LSC funding priorities are geared towards 
16-19 year olds. Although there has been a slight increase in the number of people engaged 
with Apprenticeship courses, the numbers of Level 3 and above Advanced Apprenticeships 
have been in decline since 2001. Some employers argue that this is due to the 
Apprenticeship scheme being too general, where high-tech courses are treated with the same 
approach as more basic qualifications. There are also problems regarding the location of 
training providers, and more needs to be done to ensure that all employers know what 
training is offered close to their workplace. 
 
In addition to the challenge of low enrolments on Apprenticeship courses is the problem 
caused by low completion rates. Many early leavers blame the wrong choice of course or the 
offer of superior non-Apprenticeship work upon receipt of a particular qualification. Once an 
apprentice has left the framework the likelihood of re-engagement is low. Encouragement to 
complete Level 2 frameworks would thus lead to an increased uptake in Level 3/4 
Apprenticeships. This encouragement needs to take place alongside an improvement in the 
information offered to students about courses and the various pathways from vocational 
courses to Higher Education. 
 
With regard to the provision of vocational training, many employers are dissatisfied with the 
general nature of courses that fail to teach the desired skills. Over 50% of employers saw 
scope for better training, which only serves to highlight the benefits of good communication 
between training providers and employers. A further element of provision that is a cause for 
concern is the dominance of large companies. Their in-house academies undermine State 
provision, which offers more generalised courses. 
 
There is considerable demand for training, particularly among micro and SME companies 
which suffer from high levels of skills gaps. However, too many of these companies are 
unaware of their future skills needs and therefore feel less inclination to involve themselves 
with the Apprenticeship system. A further disincentive to take on apprentices is the fear that 
they will defect to larger companies on completion of their training. This fear therefore needs 
to be countered by a more collective and unified industry attitude to decreasing the skills gap. 
Many companies do recruit to fill these gaps, but a lack of suitably skilled applicants acts as 
an overall barrier. This, coupled with the constraints of time and money on both the 
apprentice and the employer mean that Apprenticeships have so far been unable to offer a 
convincing route to either Higher Education or to addressing the skills shortage in the South 
East STEM industry. 
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According to the Apprenticeships Task Force (ATF) report, released in July 2005, there are 
currently over 130,000 employers and 255,000 apprentices involved in Apprenticeship 
Schemes.25 The report quotes the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) as claiming that 90% of 
employers are aware of the existence of Apprenticeships, and that 80% of these employers 
recruit non-graduates. The fact remains, however, that awareness of schemes has not 
translated into the implementation of schemes; the growth in the number of apprentices has 
remained low. 
 
Figure 14: Learners in 000s on Apprenticeships Cour ses 2000-2005  
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Source: ONS, Statistical First Release REF: ILR SFR09 and FreshMinds. 
Note: Figures for 2002/03 are revised based on learning method 
 
According to the Office of National Statistics, there were 310,000 people participating in WBL 
in October 2005. This figure is encouraging, together with the increase in the number of 
people engaged in Apprenticeship courses between 2004 and 2005, although it must be 
highlighted that this increase was only 1% to in excess of 250,000 (Figure 14). Meanwhile, 
the number of people on Advanced Apprenticeships (AAs) peaked in 2001 at 126,000, and 
has been in decline ever since (101,000 in 2005). This decline, however, has been made up 
for by a rise in Level 2 Apprenticeships from 413,200 in 2001/2 to 623,800 in 2004/5. But if we 
go back to the earlier premise that Level 2 qualifications are gradually becoming of less use, 
this increase does actually does little to counter the growing skills shortages. Overall there 
was a continuation of the trend away from just doing NVQs and towards undertaking 
Apprenticeship frameworks. 
 
Together with these problems and successes lie some worrying statistics. Firstly there is very 
little diversity on Apprenticeship courses; 93.5% of learners on WBL courses were of white 
ethnicity, and 61% were male. But the key problem facing Apprenticeship schemes, however, 
is the poor rate of completion; In 2003-2004, only 31% of those who commenced the course 
stayed with it until the end. 
 
 

                                                      
25 www.dfes.gov.uk/employers/atf.shtml 
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Although FECs affiliated to the Association of South East Colleges (AOSEC) only account for 
a portion of total training providers in the South East, their geographical spread across the 
region gives an indication as to where there are areas of strong and weak provision (See 
Figure 43). Hampshire and the Isle of Wight lead the way with 23 colleges, more than 
Berkshire, Buckinghamshire, Milton Keynes and Oxfordshire put together. Surrey and Sussex 
fare reasonably well, with 11 and 14 colleges respectively, but the total of only 69 AOSEC 
affiliated training providers is worrying given the high number of STEM employees and their 
obvious demand for vocational training provision. 
 
The strong representation of STEM related industry in the South East, added to 37% of 
employers failing to find suitable technical and practical skills during recruitment, makes a 
strong case of the need for vocational learning provisions.26 Despite the Government's Skills 
Strategy reform prioritising Level 2 learning throughout the UK, LSC statistics for the South 
East show a consistent dominance and need of Level 3 NVQ learning over the past three 
years within STEM related subjects (Figure 15). But it must be remembered that these are 
NVQ learner numbers, and do not represent the numbers enrolled in Apprenticeship 
frameworks. The lack of numbers at Level 4 is attributed to the LSC funding priorities to 16-19 
learners, rather than an actual lack of demand for this provision. 
 
Figure 15: STEM related NVQ learner numbers in the South East, 2003-2006 

 
Source: FreshMinds adapted from LSC Statistics  
 
The distribution of NVQ learners across the South East observes a similar dominance of level 
3 learners and highlights the regional requirements for vocational training provisions. Over the 
past three years Hampshire and the Isle of Wight have seen consistently higher learner 
numbers at both Level 2 and Level 3 than any other county; indicative of the wealth of 
industry within the region. 
 

                                                      
26 FreshMinds adapted from South East Learning and Skills Assessment 2005 (Figure 12) 
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Figure 16: STEM NVQ learners in the South East coun ties 

 

 
Source: FreshMinds adapted from LSC Statistics  
 
Of all LSC funded learners in 2005/06, 60% came from vocational science training at both 
Levels 2 and 3. The strength of science over any other STEM subject can be observed for all 
counties except Kent and Medway where it was exceeded by Engineering (Figure 17). It is 
interesting to note that Kent and Medway was the only county that showed an increase of 
Level 2 NVQ learners over Level 3, predominantly in Engineering and Manufacturing (Figure 
16). The overall NVQ learner trends across the region could be indicative of the desired levels 
of skills within south east STEM businesses, therefore showing the higher needs within the 
science sector.  
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Figure 17: A breakdown of STEM across all NVQ learn ers in the South East 
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A poor rate of completion has shown itself to be one of the key problems for Apprenticeship 
schemes since their inception. In 2001-2002, only 24% of apprentices in England completed 
their training, a figure that had increased to 31% by 2003 – 2004 and 38% by 2004 – 2005.27 
Although it is encouraging that these completion rates are slowly rising, it is still too slow. 
Comparable figures in the Netherlands and Germany are 60 – 75%, whilst even Scotland has 
completion rates 20% higher than in England.  
 
Figure 18: Success Rates by Programme Type and Age Group 2004 – 2005  
Programme Type Age Framework NVQ Only Framework / NVQ Total Leavers 

16-18 41% 13% 54% 23,600 
19+ 34% 15% 50% 26,600 

Advanced 
Apprenticeships 

All 38% 14% 52% 50,200 

16-18 41% 10% 51% 74,300 
19+ 40% 12% 52% 44,900 

Level 2 
Apprenticeships 

All 40% 11% 51% 119,200 

16-18 41% 10% 51% 97,900 
19+ 38% 13% 51% 71,500 All Apprenticeships 

All 40% 12% 51% 169,400 

16-18   - - 0 
19+   62% 62% 200 NVQ Training 1 

All   63% 63% 200 

16-18   61% 61% 7,500 
19+   67% 67% 6,200 NVQ Training 2 

All   63% 63% 13,800 

16-18   64% 64% 1,200 

19+   64% 64% 2,800 NVQ Training 3 

All   64% 64% 3,900 

16-18   79% 79% 100 

19+   71% 71% 1,200 NVQ Training 4 

All   72% 72% 1,300 

16-18     52% 106,700 

19+     53% 81,800 
All frameworks or 

NVQs 
All     53% 188,500 

Source: LSC Work-based Learning Success Rates28 
 
The ATF could find no sectoral, socio-demographic or general economic explanations for the 
high rate of non-completion. Indeed the two most common explanations given by early-
leavers were that they had either made the wrong choice of course in the first place, or, more 
interestingly, that the employer who was sponsoring their Apprenticeship had offered them 
superior non-apprentice level employment. Only one third of this latter category continued to 
receive specific training from their employers, and even then the majority of this was 
conducted on an informal basis. 
 
This raises the question of whether non-completion is actually as serious a problem as the 
statistics would suggest. As Figure 18 shows, the number of learners completing NVQs when 
they are not part of an Apprenticeship framework is significantly higher than those completing 
frameworks, a phenomenon which is explained by those involved in delivering training as 
being caused by employers’ disregard for the rest of the framework. The completion of Key 

                                                      
27 www.dfes.gov.uk/employers/atf.shtml 
28www.lsc.gov.uk/NR/rdonlyres/ei2n5aqhs3jymfxlfp6unnfiztpgbthawpafebxccygmtbkmymgjbi7ejmgqdijxkisilaif5s53sd/
Nationalfigures200405periods1to12P12adata1.xls 
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Skills and Technical Certificates would seem to be of little significance to employers, 
particularly when it leads to extra expense or effort. It would therefore be helpful to 
communicate the importance of completing the entire Apprenticeship framework to the 
employers. 
 
ATF also discovered that once an apprentice has left a scheme, the likelihood of later re-
engagement in training is low, despite the fact that general satisfaction with Apprenticeship 
courses is high (over half of those leaving expressed an interest in further training). Again this 
is an area in which the UK schemes compare poorly with those in European comparator 
groups. 
 
There were some interesting differences between headline statistics: 
 

·  Those on Advanced Apprenticeship courses were more likely to complete them than 
those on Level 2 Apprenticeship courses. In 2001/2 Only 26% of those enrolled on 
Advanced Apprenticeship courses completed the full framework, whilst only 22% did 
so on the Level 2 Apprenticeship courses, In 2004/5, however, only 38% of those 
enrolled on Advanced Apprenticeships completed the framework compared to 40% 
completing the Level 2 Apprenticeships. 

 
·  Those learners under 18 were more likely to finish their courses than those over 18 

(AA: 41% versus 31% for adults; L2A: 35% versus 31% for adults) 
 

·  Completion rates vary according to sector. In particular it should be noted that most 
STEM-related sectors have completion rates that are substantially better than the 
national average for Apprenticeships.29 This is encouraging, but is still too low. 

 
Figure 19: Percentage of starters completing Appren ticeship courses according to 
STEM related sector Aug – Jan 2003/2004.   
Framework % of starters completing course 

Aviation 89% 
Polymer Processing and Signmaking 83% 

Electricity Industry 75% 

Chemical, Pharmaceutical, Petro-chemical manufacturing 64% 
Telecommunications 63% 
Engineering Construction 53% 

Electrotechnical 51% 
Land-based service engineering 46% 
Engineering 40% 

Metals Industry 33% 
Motor Industry 29% 
Heating Ventilation and Refrigeration 29% 

IT and Electronics 27% 
Construction 20% 
Rail Transport Engineering 7% 

Building Services Engineers 5% 

Glass Industry 0% 
Source: Sedon V., An Analysis of the Progression of Advanced apprentices to Higher 
Education in England 
 
A further problem faced by Apprenticeships schemes in relation to completion rates would 
seem to be that it is relatively new ‘qualification’ (it is of course a framework), Apprenticeships 
have a perceived lack of real credibility and worth in their own right. In order for them to be 
more successful, the qualification must be made more desirable. The irony here, though, is 

                                                      
29 21st Century apprenticeships, End to End review by the DfES and LSC.   
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that such desirability cannot be created whilst completion rates remain so low and whilst 
many apprentices and their employers show such obvious disregard for the need to complete 
the framework. 
 
The National Learner Satisfaction Survey30 reported the following reasons for non-completion 
given by early leavers: 
 
Figure 20: Reasons given for non-completion of Appr enticeships. 
Reason % of learners citing 

Got a job/ changed jobs  27 
Wrong course 17 

Problems at work/ lost job  15 

Health/ personal / financial  15 
Poor teaching  13 
Too much/ too difficult work  6 

Source: NLSS 
 
As Sue Redhead, the Apprenticeship coordinator at Milton Keynes College argues, employers 
“seem to use the college as a recruitment agency. They take on the apprentices and then 
remove them from the Apprenticeship framework once they have the requisite skills”. A 
further reason for poor completion rates is cited by Paul Godber, the Training Contract 
Manager at Southampton City College, who states that “a lot of apprentices find the course 
difficult. They are generally from quite a poor academic background”. This would point to a 
need to adapt the course content to make it more suitable to the type of entrants. 
 

������������
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The question of what non-completers do once they have left their course is of critical 
importance when considering why they left their course in the first place. Nearly all of the 
answers in Figure 21 give some cause for concern. Clearly a lot of employers are removing 
their apprentices from training before they have completed the framework, or apprentices are 
managing to find other employment altogether, results that show both employers and 
employees alike treating the Apprenticeship framework itself as a non-essential part of the 
training required. Moreover, the high proportion of apprentices leaving just to rejoin the 
system on a different course (20%) does not paint an impressive picture of the advice given to 
learners before they choose which course to follow. This is backed up by anecdotal evidence 
from training providers who claimed that one of the major reasons for non-completion was 
apprentices only realising once they had started courses what those particular courses 
actually involved. 
 
Figure 21: Destinations of non-completers 31 
Destination % of non-completers 

Employed same business 28% 
Employed elsewhere 16% 

Entered Further Education 7% 

Unemployed 17% 
Other 3% 
Re-entered system 20% 

Source: West, J., Improving Completion Rates in Apprenticeship 
 
Many commentators have recommended the introduction of a probationary ‘taster period’ at 
the start of an Apprenticeship course in order for learners to see if they really want to continue 

                                                      
30 LSC, National Learner Satisfaction Survey, 2004. 
31 West, J., Improving Completion Rates in apprenticeship: a comparative and numerical approach, Centre for Labour 
Market Studies, 2005. 
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with their studies.32 This may well be a good idea for many forms of Apprenticeships, but 
would be unlikely to work well in the engineering sector due to the long period of time it is 
necessary to spend in off-the-job training at the start of the Apprenticeship, and would be 
unlikely to give would-be apprentices a taste of the more hands-on study ahead of them. 
 

������������������������	�
In 2002, 28% of companies interviewed by SEMTA employed apprentices “or recognised 
trainees”.33 This marked a 10% reduction from 1999, although as there is a lack of clarity over 
the difference between apprentices and trainees, this figure is less informative than it initially 
seems. Approaches to training of apprentices/trainees were found by SEMTA to vary widely. 
In Figure 22 it is broken down into various STEM related sectors. 
 
Figure 22: Percentage of companies providing traini ng for apprentices / trainees within 
STEM related sectors  
Sector On site only Off site only Both Neither 

Basic Metals 7 5 74 14 
Metal Products 9 8 51 32 

Mechanical Equipment 8 9 56 27 

Electronics 13 18 53 15 
Electrical Equipment 12 10 57 21 
Motor Vehicles 5 11 63 22 

Aerospace 0 3 64 33 
Other Transport Equipment 13 3 68 16 
Total 9 10 55 26 

Source: SEMTA, 2002 Labour Market Survey of the Engineering Industry in Britain34  
 
According to a 2006 EEF report into engineering and manufacturing employment in the East 
Midlands and East of England, apprentices at Level 2 made up 31% of all Apprenticeships, 
whilst those at Level 3 accounted for 66% (3% were ‘other’).35 The report also discovered that 
whilst 24% of employers employed Level 2 apprentices, and 23% employed Level 3 
apprentices, 18% employed at both Levels 2 and 3. This means that employers are more 
likely than not to employ both levels of apprentice, a surprise given that the standard 
employment model would be to employ only one apprentice at Level 2, but multiple 
apprentices at Level 3. This reinforces once again the trend towards up-skilling in 
engineering. 
 
In terms of the relative proportions of apprentices being trained by STEM related sectors at 
Level 1 and Level 2, there is a different trend to that displayed by the majority of 
Apprenticeships, in that significantly more Level 3 apprentices are trained than Level 2.  
 

                                                      
32 For example: West, J., Improving Completion Rates in apprenticeship: a comparative and numerical approach, 
Centre for Labour Market Studies, 2005. 
33 SEMTA, 2002 Labour Market Survey of the Engineering Industry in Britain 
www.semta.org.uk/NTOPubImages.nsf/vGraphics/lms2002a/$file/lms2002a.pdf 
34 www.semta.org.uk/NTOPubImages.nsf/vGraphics/lms2002a/$file/lms2002a.pdf 
35 EEF, apprentice Recruitment in Engineering and Manufacturing in the East Midlands and East of England, Feb 
2006. 



     

36 
  

   
 
 

Figure 23: Proportions of apprentices at Level 2 an d Level 3 by industry sector 
Sector % at Level 2 % at Level 3 

Business Admin 77 23 
Construction 85 15 

Customer Service 69 31 

Early Years 57 43 
Electrotechnical 36 64 
Engineering manufacturing 40 60 

Hairdressing 86 14 
Health & Social Care 67 33 
Hospitality 73 27 

Motor Industry 36 64 
Retail 85 15 

Source: Apprenticeship Pay: A survey of Earnings by Sector36 
 
An overall picture of Apprenticeships has been offered, highlighting the problem of low 
completion rates and their lack of credibility, and it is now more helpful to look at the 
contrasting elements of supply and demand or training provision, in order to ascertain where 
problems lie. 

                                                      
36 Ullman, A., Deakin, G., Apprenticeship Pay: A Survey of Earnings by Sector, DfES Research Report RR674, 2005. 
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In order to supplement existing data and commentary published by the Learning and Skills 
Council (LSC), other agencies and the providers themselves, a survey was conducted to 
gather more detailed information on the supply-side dynamics of the Apprenticeship market in 
the South East of England. A total of 76 providers were contacted and 28 detailed interviews 
completed in August and September 2006. These covered both quantitative work, verifying 
and adding to the LSC figures, and a more detailed set of qualitative commentary on the 
supply-side market in the South East of England. 
 
73% of all companies recruiting apprentices took advantage of state FE providers to carry out 
the classroom based training of their apprentices. Of this proportion of respondents 11% of 
both SMEs and large companies used state provision in conjunction with private provision, 
either in the form of an on site training academy or a private apprentice training provider. Only 
15% of the large employers carried out all of their training through an on site academy. 
 
Figure 24: Types of off site training providers  

 
Source: FreshMinds 
 
Where publicly available provisions were used, companies were generally pleased with the 
service they were receiving, in a number of cases emphasising any negative views they 
possessed on apprentice schemes were down to the quality of the apprentice themselves (
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Figure 25).  
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Figure 25: Are the companies happy with the service  they receive? 
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Source: FreshMinds 
 
Of those happy with the provisions, the vast majority of respondents mentioned this was due 
to there being good supervision and teaching of the apprentices facilitated by strong 
communication links (Figure 26). Conversely, where respondents were unhappy it was 
generally due to a lack of these elements, and in a number of cases resulted from courses 
being too general and failing to teach the desired skills. This would again point to a foster 
better communication between FE training providers and STEM employers.  
 
Figure 26: Reasons for satisfaction with training p rovider  
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Communication between the companies and the providers was again a strong attributing 
factor to 63% of companies viewing providers as being responsive to their needs (

Base = 99 
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Figure 27).  
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Figure 27: Is the provider responsive to your needs ? 

 
Source: FreshMinds 
 
A number of larger employers did, however, stress the sole reason for the responsiveness of 
the providers was due to their company name, yet again highlighting the influence the major 
players have over skills development within their industry. Clearly the large investment of 
finances and time from the employer catalyses the development of mutually beneficial 
relationships with the training provider.  Strong communication between the two has a number 
of key benefits to apprentice schemes: 
 

·  Improved support for the company when dealing with the numerous aspects of 
Apprenticeship frameworks. 

·  Development of provisions which best addresses the companies’ needs. 
·  Better supervision of the apprentice, ensuring classroom based teaching is attended 

and coursework is completed. 
·  Maintains the intake numbers on Apprenticeship courses ensuring a good variety of 

courses are available and sufficient government funding is secured by the training 
providers. 

·  Improve teaching and development for the learner. 
·  Assurance for the employer that there will be a good return on their investment. 

 
Despite there being considerable demand for Apprenticeship courses from employers, the 
supply in terms of quality and credibility do not always meet expectations. 
 
Figure 28: How do you view the standard of your rec ruits?  

 
Source: FreshMinds 
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This dissatisfaction is further highlighted by a call to improve various elements of 
Apprenticeship courses such as teaching and content. Given the high level of dissatisfaction 
among micro and SME employers at the quality of apprentices, it is unsurprising that over half 
of employers saw significant scope for improvements in training provisions. But it is worrying 
that almost half of respondents could see nothing that could be done to improve training 
provision, particularly given the low satisfaction rates with recruits (Figure 29). 
 
Figure 29: Improvements in training provisions 

 
Source: FreshMinds 
 
When questioned, 61% of respondents stated that they would not consider using an 
alternative training provider, with 47% of these stating it was due to them being happy with 
the situation they were in. While this emphasises the satisfaction towards the provisions 
available, 28% stated the choice of provider was significantly limited by their location and a 
further 25% stated they would consider changing if they found a more suitable course (Figure 
30). This notion is also supported by the maps in Figure 43 and Figure 44, which show the 
high number of companies located away from the immediate catchment area of a FEC. 
 
Figure 30: Would you consider changing providers? W hy? 

Source: FreshMinds 
 
Despite the strong majority of companies being satisfied with the service they were receiving, 
large companies were generally more sceptical towards training providers, voicing strong 
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concerns to the inadequacies of teaching standards and course contents. The 48% of the 
employers who stated little improvement could be made to the service they were receiving 
represented 63% of SMEs and only 19% of large businesses. 37% of all large employers 
stated there needed to be vast improvements in teaching and course content. These 
respondents stated that the on site training academies benefited from extensive teaching 
resources and excellent facilities tailored to the exact specifications of the companies needs.  
 
Considering the volume of apprentices recruited by many of the large employers, one can 
understand the strategy of developing individual academies which train to their exact 
requirements. However these attitudes towards training clearly have a detrimental effect on 
the intake numbers on state run courses and, as a result, catalyses the reduction in course 
variety through the amalgamation of specific courses into ones with more generic content. 
The strong potential for this situation to spiral towards decreasing standards of state provision 
is clear, and as result could make it increasingly difficult to engage already sceptical small 
employers in Apprenticeship training schemes. When questioned a number of large 
employers acknowledged this view, yet also stated the need to achieve their long term goals 
for skills development. 
 
There is obviously supply, but more needs to be done to bring industry together so that 
courses content and satisfaction is increased, which will in turn lead to greater credibility, 
higher uptake and increased completion rates. 
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The demand-side market was explored through telephone interviews with those responsible 
for training at STEM employers in the South East of England. These interviews were 
conducted alongside the training provider surveys in August and September 2006. A total of 
370 interviews were completed of which 211 respondents were in a position to provide 
detailed commentary on the demand-side of the STEM Apprenticeship market. 
 
There is a considerable demand and need for skills, particularly within the STEM sector. As 
discussed in Section 4.2: Employment and Skills in the South East, there will be a significant 
rise in the number of jobs that will require Level 4 and Level 5 skills by 2010. Demand is 
demonstrated by the fact that at 18%, the South East has the highest share of any region of 
the national skills gap, and a particularly high number of HtFVs. 
 
Thus, as Figure 31 therefore shows, almost half of large and SME employers stated that their 
employees required more training. 
 
Figure 31: Do your employees require more training?  
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Source: FreshMinds 
 
Figure 32 shows the extent to which large companies have the best choice of new entrants 
into the industry, and therefore only 11% of the companies felt that their entry level workers 
had skills gaps. The opposite was the case for SME and micro companies, which both had 
higher levels of skills gaps within new recruits. 
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Figure 32: Do you have skills gaps among existing e mployees and entry level workers  

 
Source: FreshMinds 
 
One of the biggest problems facing the industry, particularly in the engineering sector, is a 
lack of qualified engineering technicians. As Dr Ajay Sharman, South East Regional Director, 
SETNET argues, 

 
“the primary requirement for the STEM sector is for people to be trained vocationally 
to Level 3 / 4, given that there is a great need for technicians and technologists. 
Industry is currently relying on technicians over the age of 50, and there will be a 
serious shortage of qualified people to replace them upon retirement”. 

 
This is supported by Ian Carnell, Head of Learning, SEMTA, who estimates that “10,000 
technicians will be required over the next 10 years who will need to be trained to Level 4”. 
 
But as the chart in Figure 33 shows, there are a worrying number of SME and micro 
companies that cannot foresee any major changes in their skills needs over the next 10 
years.  
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Figure 33: How do you see your skills gaps evolving  over the next 10 years? 
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 Source: FreshMinds 
 
The responses of the micro companies can be attributed to their concentration on short term 
profit rather than long term strategic growth. This is likely to be a result of being more affected 
by market and industry fluctuations. But the nature of their business and the services they 
provide are based on classic engineering techniques and therefore the skills-needs will 
remain the same. This response supports the view of many smaller companies that better 
skilled engineers are attracted to larger firms that are able to offer more advanced further 
training. As a result, these smaller companies are less inclined to provide Apprenticeship 
training for fear that recruits will leave to larger competitors upon completion of the 
qualifications. 
 
Micro companies and smaller SMEs tend to view a suitable applicant for employment as 
someone who would be immediately profitable to the company with minimal training and 
guidance. In contrast the recognised company names and extensive resources of large 
employers enable them to be significantly more selective during recruitment, thus allowing 
them to recruit with a view of addressing anticipated future skill needs. There is therefore a 
clear need for STEM companies, and in particular micro and SME companies, to adopt a 
more collective, long term attitude towards addressing a future skills shortage. 
 
Within large companies there was a relatively even distribution of on site and off site training 
methods; a distribution which becomes more weighted towards on site training as company 
sizes decrease. Of the respondents who required more training, a significant proportion of 
SMEs and large employers responded that nothing prevented them supplying their staff with 
training. However, of the small proportion of micro companies admitting there was need for 
more training, financial and time constraints prevented them from providing it. This very much 
implies that attitudes towards training are driven by circumstance, rather than a lack of 
understanding of their actual skills needs. 
 
Larger organisations also tend to conduct a considerable amount of on site training, as Figure 
34 illustrates: 
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Figure 34: Distribution of off site training by com pany size 

 
Source: FreshMinds 
 
Despite this training, 39% of all companies questioned possessed skills gaps within their 
employees, with over half seeing them spread across the entire workforce (see Figure 32 
above). 
 
The 60% of companies without any skills gaps represents 72% of the micro companies and 
just over half of the SMEs and large companies. The relatively large proportion of micro 
companies without skills gaps can be attributed to: 
 

·  The large proportion of aged/highly skilled workforce within the companies. 
·  Less structured job roles. 
·  The limited resources requiring them to be more resourceful with the skill they 

possess. 
·  The specific nature of the service they deliver. 
·  Lack of ability to assess skills needs and identify skills gaps. 

 
The more established methods of assessing skills needs within large organisations goes 
some way to explaining the inflated proportion of companies identifying skills gaps across the 
entire workforce. Furthermore the smaller proportion of skills gaps among entry level staff 
within large companies could be attributed to their ability to attract more able applicants, 
coupled with the wider availability of training provision. 
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Figure 35: Do you recruit untrained staff and train  them up for the role they will 
undertake? 

 
Source: FreshMinds 
 
One cannot dispute the attraction of large employers affecting the flow of skills away from 
their smaller competitors, and with this in mind large businesses are able to be more selective 
during recruitment, effectively allowing them to have first pick of the available skills. The ability 
to attract a higher calibre of school leavers and more widely available training provisions 
enables the undertaking of recruitment to address anticipated future skill needs. Figure 36 
therefore shows the extent to which companies recruit to specifically fill skills gaps and train 
existing employees. 
 
Figure 36: Do you recruit to fill skills gaps? 

 
Source: FreshMinds 
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Employer surveys, however, revealed that recruiting to fill skills gaps was not easy, and 
similar problems were faced by all companies irrespective of their size, demonstrating the 
universal nature of the difficulties facing the STEM industry. 
 
Figure 37: What are the barriers to recruitment? 

0%

13%

0%

15%

0%

5%

5%

5%

20%

50%

2%

0%

4%

2%

0%

7%

5%

5%

16%

60%

0%

0%

0%

0%

6%

6%

0%

6%

17%

67%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Other

Sub-contract w ork 

Recruit from abroad

Insuff icient resources to recruit 

Suff icient number of applicants

w age expectations too high

UK engineering on the demise

Cannot compete w ith large companies

Lack of interest amongst young people to enter
engineering

Lack of suitably skilled applicants

Large

SME

Micro

Source: FreshMinds 
 
The two most significant problems, the lack of suitably skilled applicants and the lack of 
interest among young people to enter industries such as engineering are clearly interlinked. 
Indeed, a lack of interest among people is undoubtedly the reason for the current skills 
shortages, with too few people entering the industry to counteract the skills lost through the 
retirement of older workers. 
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Figure 38: Do you recruit apprentices?  

 
Source: FreshMinds 
 
When questioned, 35% of all respondents who gave a reason recruited apprentices with the 
motive of developing the skills for the future of the STEM industry, this proportion accounted 
for 47% of large companies, and 26% of SMEs. 
 
It is the large companies that are driving skills training within the STEM sector, although the 
industry is too reliant on them. Micro companies and SMEs rely on an ageing workforce, and 
have therefore not explored the opportunities supplied by FECs. This is a problem that could 
easily be addressed by marketing the opportunities offered by FECs. 
 
A number of companies are working towards training new recruits on site, but it is 
predominantly the larger companies that are able to do this (Figure 39). Much can be made of 
the fact that many SME and micro companies are unwilling to train employees on site, and 
there should therefore be more providers to service their skills shortages off site. Figure 39 
also show the ability of large companies to address their own skills shortages. 
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Figure 39: Do you take on new recruits and give the m on site training? 

 
Source: FreshMinds 
 
Figure 40 shows the reasons people recruit, with many recruiting for future skills development 
and others hoping to encourage the flow of young people into engineering. So overall it shows 
employers are amenable to taking some responsibility towards addressing the skills gaps of 
the entire STEM industry. 
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Figure 40: Why do employers recruit? 
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There is significant demand from all companies, including large ones, for training provision. 
But these demands are not always being met. The large companies dominate the market and 
have better relationships with the training providers, which in turn leaves micro and SME 
companies with less influence over training and higher financial risk. It is therefore interesting 
to explore some of the differences between companies according to their size. 
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There are insufficient differences between the different SEEDA sub-regions and their 
respective demands for FE training provision for any definitive observations to be made 
regarding their recruitment difficulties. Nevertheless, with regard to the quality of apprentices 
recruited, there were some interesting differences between the regions. Only 17% of 
respondents from Hampshire cited any dissatisfaction with their apprentices, compared with 
60% in Surrey. Given that Hampshire has the highest number of AOSEC FECs this would 
point to a difference in the quality and choice of training provision between particular regions. 
Dissatisfaction also reached over 40% in Oxfordshire and Kent, worrying figures given the 
need to increase the credibility of Apprenticeship frameworks. 
 

. 2 #  5���������	������
Whilst there were some differences to be noted between different sub-regions, and between 
companies by size, FreshMinds could find little to show that there were differences in the 
skills needs of companies by sector. There are obvious differences between a small 
engineering company, and the requirements of a large biomedical company such as Pfizer, 
but these are due to the company size and not the work involved. Skilled employees are 
needed across the STEM industry, and the same lack of skilled technicians affects them all. 
Further problems shared by all sectors are the lack of numerical and literacy skills among 
apprentices and the lack of higher qualified employees capable of assuming management 
positions. 
 

. 2 !  5�����������������	�6��
The employment requirements of STEM companies, however, do vary considerably between 
large, SME and micro companies. The dominant influence of large employers means that 
they will invariably have the pick of all skilled workers, leaving smaller companies with the 
remaining pool of lesser skilled applicants. This is supported by showing the low levels of 
happiness with apprentices among micro and SME employers when compared with their 
larger counterparts (Figure 41). 
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Figure 41: Are you happy with the quality of appren tices that you recruit? 
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Although the sample for micro companies was much lower, they are significantly less happy 
with the quality of recruits; the implications are either that smaller companies attract a lower 
quality of apprentice or that they are less able to provide the necessary support and training 
on site to assist apprentices once recruited. This would point towards a need for better 
communication with training providers, and in particular from micro and SME companies.  
 
Whereas large companies have the resources to train both current and new employees, one 
of the greatest problems facing micro companies is that they have considerable recruitment 
difficulties, unable to afford to train current employees or take on unskilled workers (Figure 
42). 
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Figure 42: Do you have recruitment difficulties?  

Source: FreshMinds 
 
So although micro companies may not have many current staff in need of skills training, they 
find it extremely difficult to recruit into their companies. This would point towards an 
impending skills crisis that will become evident when the ageing workforce retires, and there 
are not the mechanisms in place to train new employees. This reliance on an ever ageing 
workforce was a problem mentioned in the majority of interviews with employers, LSC 
representatives and SEMTA. The general consensus is that the industry needs to develop its 
skills pool if it was to be prosperous in the future, and the Government and the LSC strongly 
suggest the responsibility of this development falls on the SSC and the industry itself to instil 
this much needed training culture. The proportion of each employer band engaging with 
Apprenticeship schemes, and their reasons for doing so, strongly suggests that large 
companies are taking responsibility for future skills development. The reasons for this could 
be attributed to their larger training budgets and therefore the wider availability of training 
provisions within these companies. Another clear factor is the long term view adopted by 
these employers. 
 
The deviation between micro and large companies can be attributed to the wide availability of 
training provision in large companies, which enables them to recruit to unskilled staff to fulfil 
future skills needs. For micro and SME companies recruitment can often be too time-
consuming and expensive, an obvious factor for the lower numbers of apprentices in these 
smaller companies. 
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Given the number of employers who have no contact with FE providers, it can be argued that 
supply of vocational STEM training in South East England does not meet demand. FECs may 
think they supply nearby companies with sufficient training courses, but they are unaware of 
the sheer numbers of employers that have little or no contact with them, but yet still have 
training requirements. As both maps show below there are a significant number of FE 
providers, but not all of them are located near to STEM, or more specifically, engineering, 
employers. Another worrying statistic is that there are only 69 FECs recognised by AOSEC. 
This would indicate that there are a number of colleges that have yet to become fully 
integrated into a training and education system that meets the demands of employers. 
 
To corroborate this, it is thus interesting to look at the locations of FE providers alongside the 
density of STEM companies across the South East (see Figure 43). As the map shows, the 
majority of training providers are located close to urban centres, where there are also a large 
number of STEM companies. But there are also areas with ten or more companies that are 
located some distance away from providers, highlighting a demand not immediately met by 
training suppliers. Given that location often dictates the provider that employers choose, these 
distances are an obvious barrier to training employees. 
 
Figure 43: Map Showing Density of STEM companies by  ward and FE providers in the 
South East 

 
Source: FreshMinds 
 
Figure 44 supports this view, and shows there to be a similar problem with regard to the 
location of engineering companies away from FE training providers. 
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Figure 44: Map to show density of engineering compa nies by ward, and FE providers, 
in the South East 

 
Source: FreshMinds 
 
What both maps also show is not only the large number of training providers in existence, but 
also their geographical spread across the region. Many employers may be unaware of the 
existence of a particular college, and equally many of the colleges would be unaware of the 
micro or SME STEM companies unless they were within their immediate vicinity. As will be 
discussed later, this problem could be solved if an organisation were to take a brokerage role 
between providers and companies to ensure that better communication existed between them 
and that both were aware of the opportunities available to them.  
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Level 3 and 4 vocational qualifications are most likely to be undertaken by those already in 
employment. There will thus be a preference to study in FECs that are located close to both 
their homes and employers. But, as both maps show, there are a large number of employers 
located away from the immediate vicinity of a college. But given the often poor communication 
with FECs, employees are unlikely to know about the opportunities for further training beyond 
Level 2. It is only when this demand is met, and there is increased collaboration between 
employers and training providers, that numbers progressing to Level 4 qualifications will 
increase. 
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The report thus far has shown that despite a greater need for Level 3/4/5 qualifications, the 
vocational education system in England still focuses upon Level 2 qualifications, for which 
there will be less demand in the future. A further problem is that the number of people 
engaged with Level 3 Advanced Apprenticeships has actually fallen since 2001. Although 
there is a growing awareness of this problem and of the skills shortage in the SEEDA region, 
many employers are unwilling to take steps to combat this. Only 25% of employers in the 
South East employ apprentices. 
 
Among the accusations levelled at Apprenticeship courses are that they are too general, with 
high-tech courses being treated in a similar fashion to more basic qualifications. A lack of 
knowledge about precisely what training is available and the location of providers is seen as a 
further barrier to increasing apprentice numbers. Perhaps the greatest problem facing 
Apprenticeship courses, however, is low completion rates, particularly given that once an 
apprentice has left a framework the likelihood of re-engagement is low. An increase in 
completion levels at Level 2 should thus lead to a higher uptake of Level 3 and above 
Advanced Apprenticeships. 
 
With regard to the provision of vocational training, many employers are dissatisfied with the 
general nature of courses that do not teach the desired skills. Over 50% of employers saw 
scope for better training, which only serves to highlight the benefits of good communication 
between training providers and employers. It is these barriers and problems, together with 
some possible solutions, that will now be analysed. 
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Although many companies cite a lack of time or money as a barrier to the training of their 
employees, even more worrying is that many can see no particular barriers at all, and yet 
training levels remain low. Among micro and SME companies there is often the perception 
that it is too expensive to train an apprentice. This would point to the need to encourage 
companies to work together so that more collective partnerships can be founded to address 
the skills shortage and train both existing and future employees. 
 
Among the apprentices and employees themselves, many are happy with the level of training 
they receive. But there is a lack of encouragement for bright children to take vocational 
courses at school, and little knowledge of the pathways into Higher Education that they can 
lead to. 
 
A number of problems within the Apprenticeship system were found, but they centred upon 
four key issues: low completion rates, the low credibility and poor quality of courses, poor 
communication and marketing and the net cost of employing apprentices. These problems 
represent the main barriers to addressing the STEM skill shortage, and have led to a number 
of both general and specific recommendations.  
 
If completion rates are to be increased both apprentices and employers should be 
encouraged to take a more long term view of training, rather than ending the employee’s 
training as soon as they have reached a particular level of skill. Better marketing of 
apprenticeship courses and improved communication between FE training colleges and 
employers would help to increase both the credibility and quality of courses. Training 
partnerships can also be encouraged between smaller companies to share the cost of 
employing apprentices. 
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With regard to what SEEDA itself can do, FreshMinds is recommending that it adopt a 
brokerage / facilitator role between training providers and employers. This would help to 
encourage better communication of what the industry needs and what employers can do. 
Coupled with this, the production of best-practice guides for both employers and training 
providers would give clear guidelines on the role of apprentices and the long-term need for 
more of them to complete Level 3 and 4 qualifications. 
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The two issues most commonly perceived by employers in the SEMTA survey as preventing 
them from training employees were that they, the employers, could not afford to give 
employees the time off (mentioned by 18% of respondents), and that the employees 
themselves had no available time (mentioned by 16% of respondents).37 Unsurprisingly, the 
majority of employers for whom time was an issue were smaller companies. Perhaps the 
most worrying result from this section of the SEMTA survey, however, was that 65% of 
employers said that they could not see what could be done to remove their barriers to 
training. This lack of knowledge, although a worrying problem, is one that could be rectified. 
 
A 2006 EEF survey asked employers for the reasons why they were not recruiting 
apprentices.38 Unsurprisingly, again, time and money were the most important factors, but the 
fact that 19% of employers could not find anyone suitable points to problems in the education 
system and the promotion of Apprenticeships to the most able candidates. The fact that 9% of 
employers did not know how to recruit an apprentice, and 4% saw no benefit to the schemes 
at all would also indicate a serious breakdown in communication and promotion of 
Apprenticeships. 
 
Figure 45: Reasons for not taking on apprentices 
Reason  % of companies citing 

Lack time & resource for training 42 

Company cannot afford to take on apprentice 25 

No labour turnover 19 
Company cannot afford training costs 17 
Cannot recruit someone suitable 14 

Don’t know how to recruit apprentices 9 
Do not see any benefit to recruiting apprentices 4 
Other 33 

Source: EEF, apprentice Recruitment in Engineering and Manufacturing in the East Midlands 
and East of England 
 
The ATF report noted that a major barrier to employer participation in apprenticeship 
schemes had been lack of access to the delivery system, something which the LSC claims to 
have addressed by “offering employers one simple entry route to the system”. Whether or not 
this change will have the desired effect, however, remains to be seen. 
 
A further barrier revealed by ATF was that many smaller employers felt that they lacked the 
necessary resources to be able to take on apprentices. In response to this issue, ATF drew 
on the example of Group Training Associations (GTAs) which have been shown to be 
particularly successful in Australia. In the GTA model, a group of smaller employers pool their 
resources to share the costs and administrative burden of running an apprenticeship scheme 
 
Similarly, BAA has shown that the infrastructure for apprenticeship provision does not need to 
be sector specific. The ultimate aim of its Centre of Vocational Excellence (CoVE) at 
Heathrow Airport is to provide a service for the airport’s 321 employers and their 67,000 
employees, across all of the different sectors in which they might work.  
 

                                                      
37 SEMTA, 2002 Labour Market Survey of the Engineering Industry in Britain 
www.semta.org.uk/NTOPubImages.nsf/vGraphics/lms2002a/$file/lms2002a.pdf 
38 EEF, apprentice Recruitment in Engineering and Manufacturing in the East Midlands and East of England, Feb 
2006. 
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The Regional Skills Report also revealed that 46% of South East residents perceive that there 
are barriers preventing them from engaging in the training that they might otherwise 
undertake. There was a major difference between different LSC regions, however, with 
residents of Berkshire being generally more positive about the opportunities available for 
training (only 37% perceived barriers), whilst in Kent and Medway 53% perceived barriers. 
The six major reasons for being unable to train were as follows: 
 
Figure 46: Six most commonly cited reasons for not participating in training 
Reason  Cited by % 

Too many responsibilities / commitments 28 
Prefer to do other things with spare time 7 

Just not interested 7 

Cannot afford costs involved 5 
Health / physical status 3 
Unsuitable course times 2 

Source: SE England Skills Report39 
 
Such decreases in employment, the LSC points out are likely to be caused by the increased 
dominance of less labour-intensive industries and a growth in high-tech businesses, with 
requirements for fewer, but more highly trained staff. 
 
The most interesting statistic generated by the SEMTA survey, however, was that only 19% of 
those involved in it had been advised to undertake an Apprenticeship at school. 80% of those 
asked how much information they had received about WBL at school, responded ‘not very 
much’ or ‘none at all’, whilst at the same time, over 60% of those doing Advanced 
Apprenticeships had been advised by their schools to stay and do A-levels. Parents were also 
reported to have favoured the A-level route.  
 
Essentially this comes back to an issue of perception, something which is of particular 
importance when the perceptions in question are held by those dispensing advice to the 
young. As such it links back in to the problems addressed earlier about the difficulties faced 
by Apprenticeship schemes when trying to establish their credibility alongside the more 
conventional academic routes. Until Apprenticeships can establish themselves, the current 
perception of schemes will prove a barrier to future student uptake of the vocational route. 
 
In terms of their satisfaction with the course, 84% of apprentices said that the course had 
either lived up to or was better than their expectations, whilst 87% said that they would 
recommend the course to other people. The majority are therefore content with their training, 
which when seen alongside the low completion rates shows that more needs to be done to 
communicate the route apprenticeships can lead to Higher Education to ensure that 
apprentices do not jeopardise their future studies through non-completion of the framework. 
 

                                                      
39 South East Regional Skills Report, Within Europe, March 2004. 
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There are four over-riding problems in the South East region when looking at STEM 
vocational routes to Level 4: 
 

1. Completion rates 
2. The low credibility and poor quality of courses 
3. Poor communication and marketing 
4. High net cost to the employer 

 

4 ! �  ;��������������	�
In 2003-2004, only 31% of those who commenced an Apprenticeship course stayed with it 
until the end. In 2001/2 only 26% of those enrolled on an Advanced Apprenticeship completed 
the full framework, whilst only 22% did so on the Apprenticeship scheme. 
 
Once an apprentice has left a scheme the likelihood of later re-engagement in training is low, 
despite the fact that general satisfaction with Apprenticeship courses is high (over half of 
those leaving expressed an interest in further training). If apprentices are going to progress 
from Level 2 to Level 4 and beyond, it is crucial that completion rates increase. 
 
The two most common explanations given by early-leavers were that they had either made 
the wrong choice of course in the first place, or, more interestingly, that the employer who 
was sponsoring their Apprenticeship had offered them superior non-apprentice level 
employment. 
 
But Ian Carnell, Head of Learning SEMTA is “not a fan” of a learning model “in which an 
apprentice enters education at the age of 16 and progresses through all the levels until they 
gain a Masters”. He also said that it was “not realistic to expect apprentices to adopt this sort 
of model. It is more likely that they will do training in fits and starts, going in and out of the 
workforce and training when necessary”. Something must therefore be done to create an 
Apprenticeship model that encourages full completion of the courses whilst maintaining the 
flexibility that older apprentices might need, a notion supported by Claire Donovan, Education 
and Skills Advisor, EEF, who advocates “part time provision, as most learners want to keep 
their jobs”. 
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A further problem faced by Apprenticeship schemes in relation to completion rates would 
seem to be that, as a relatively new ‘qualification’ (it is of course a framework), it lacks 
credibility. Some university admissions tutors readily admit to accepting qualifications within 
the framework of an Apprenticeship, but not an Apprenticeship itself. One of the major 
credibility issues is therefore that few people, particularly within university admissions, do not 
know what an Apprenticeship actually is. Vocational routes to higher education are therefore 
blocked by a lack of knowledge at the point of entry. 
 
Apprenticeships have a perceived lack of real credibility and worth in their own right. The 
irony here, though, is that such desirability cannot be created whilst completion rates remain 
so low, and so many apprentices and their employers show a disregard for the need to 
complete the framework. 
 
Employers have also seen to be disappointed with the course content. As one managing 
director of a precision engineering company argues, “Apprenticeship courses are now 
modular, giving apprentices a choice of course, which may interest them, but which aren't 
always very relevant to the job they are supposed to be doing for us”. 
 
Alongside credibility issues there are problems with the quality and the certification of 
courses. Data from the National Learner Satisfaction Survey showed that 58% of learners 
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considered, for example, that some of their teaching time had been wasted, and of those, only 
31% were generous enough to say that they thought that less than 10% of teaching had been 
wasted. 
 
If micro companies are to offer more Apprenticeships it is vital that they view them as quality 
courses that offer value for money and provide good long term training for their employees. 
This also ties into the issue of declining confidence in the courses and a decline in take up. 
Quality of the courses has to be of paramount concern if participants and employers are to 
take them seriously. 
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There is often poor communication between employers and FECs. The FECs might maintain 
that they have good communication with employers, but the problem lies in that they only 
have ties with a small number of them. There is therefore little or no communication with a 
large number of employers, despite evidence from training provider interviews conducted by 
FreshMinds which showed that 96% of providers felt that it was important to have a close 
relationship with employers. Many were, however, aware that there was a problem to be 
addressed, with 57% of providers stating that their college could improve the service it 
provided for employers. 
 
Clearly a lot of employers are removing their apprentices from training before they have 
completed the framework, or apprentices are managing to find other employment altogether, 
results that show both employers and employees alike are treating the Apprenticeship 
framework itself as a non-essential part of the training that is required. Moreover, the high 
proportion of apprentices leaving just to rejoin the system on a different course (20%), does 
not paint an impressive picture of the marketing and advice given to learners before they 
choose which course to follow. This is backed up by anecdotal evidence from training 
providers who claimed that one of the major reasons for non-completion was apprentices only 
realising once they had started courses what those particular courses actually involved. 
 
This is supported by employer interviews, with one managing director of an engineering firm 
stating that they “do not feel the engineering industry in the UK promotes the manual skills the 
industry requires, resulting in a chronic skills shortage”. As Ian Carnell also argues 

 
“one of the biggest problems, and something that affects completion rates, is that 
Apprenticeships are poorly marketed to young people, and therefore the entrants are 
generally of a poor quality. Apprenticeship courses have to make do with lower 
quality candidates; universities get the cream and we are left with the milk”.  

 
This is supported by Claire Donovan, Education and Skills Advisor, EEF, who argues that the 
“quality of apprentices is a major cause for concern. We need to fight against the perception 
of WBL as something you do if you can’t succeed academically”. 
 
The overriding reason mentioned for recruitment difficulties, shared by all companies, was the 
difficulty in finding suitable applicants as a result of a general shortage of skills within the UK 
STEM industries.  A significant proportion of respondents from all companies also placed this 
skills shortage down to a lack of interest from young people to enter the industry and voiced 
concerns in replacing the loss of skills through the retirement of the current ageing workforce. 
Dr Sharman, South East Regional Director SETNET, argues that 

 
“one of the major barriers to WBL is the lack of transparency of career pathways. It is 
not always obvious which companies require which skills. Bioscience companies, for 
example, need engineers, but engineers are unaware of this. Some organisations do 
not do a particularly good job of telling young people how to get from where they are 
to where they want to be and opportunities therefore need to be better 
communicated”. 
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A further communication problem lies in the term “apprentice” itself. As Dr Sharman argues, 
the term “apprentice” is “inappropriate for high-tech sectors such as bioscience and 
healthcare. The term has been imposed nationally, but nobody in those sectors actually 
understands the term”. 
 
There is need for FECs to understand the skills needs of employers. This links back to the 
need for better marketing and an improved relationship between FECs and employers. 
Colleges therefore need to be given skills advice so that they are able to adapt to the needs 
of employers. 
 

4 ! -  <�����	��
Many employers would prefer the Government to make a larger contribution to the cost of 
training Apprenticeships. Whilst an employer in the hospitality sector was estimated to break 
even after the employees work and LSC funding were taken into account, engineering 
employers were found to still be paying around £15,000 over 42 months to train an 
apprentice. Indeed, as Dr Sharman states that “there are big cost implications for employers 
who are going to send employees on HE courses”. It goes without saying that such 
investment can be a disincentive to employ apprentices, particularly as an engineering 
Apprenticeship usually starts with an extended period of off-the-job training during which time 
apprentices are entirely unproductive as employees. 
 
A clear correlation between future skills developments and small employers can be attributed 
to a lack of a long term business plans, with the businesses focusing on short term profit 
rather than long term development and a lack of understanding of their skills needs. Ian 
Carnell, Head of Learning, SEMTA, therefore argues that it is “vital to implement funding 
mechanisms to help employers pay for training for those over the age of 20, and to ensure 
that there is a better geographical spread of Level 4 training providers”. He also goes on to 
argue that “funding is more readily available for Level 2, which is completely the wrong way 
round. I have found that engineering employers have very detailed plans about the ways in 
which they want to expand their business, but they never consider the investment in their 
workforces that is necessary. Employers can thus be short-sighted about their training 
needs”. 
 
Simply increasing funding is clearly not the solution. Rather employers must be made aware 
of the long term cost benefit of training employees who will develop skills and increase staff 
retention levels, together with the overall long-term benefits to of the industry of investing in 
training. 
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The UK STEM related economy will have little demand for Level 2 qualifications, and thus too 
many resources are being diverted into teaching skills that will soon be obsolete at the 
expense of encouraging people into the roles that will actually be required. The 
Apprenticeship framework is thus failing as it is skewed towards lower levels. We therefore 
need a more employer-driven, demand-driven attitude to skills, something supported by the 
recent Leitch Report. The engineering and technology sectors in particular, which have the 
greatest demand for Level 3 / Level 4 qualified employees, are suffering from the broad-brush 
approach of the Apprenticeship policy. There should therefore be more done to highlight the 
importance of completing STEM Apprenticeships and gaining further qualifications. 
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Low completion rates are the core barrier to an increase in the progression from Level 2 to 
Level 3 and 4 qualifications. However, there is no simple solution to this problem, and instead 
a number of measures should be taken to address it. 
 
Firstly, marketing the importance of completion to both apprentices and employers would help 
to decrease it. The course could thus be positioned not so much in terms of what you get out 
of it, but more in where it could take you. Employers should be encouraged to take a strategic 
long-term view, and candidates should see Apprenticeships as more than a mandatory need 
to gain skills. Apprenticeships would thus be offered as the most effective means to reduce 
skills shortages and address the lack of new entrants with skills. Many apprentices cite 
choosing the wrong course as a reason for leaving, so something should be done to provide 
more information or taster courses to ensure good decisions are made early. Organisations 
therefore need to improve the information they provide about the various pathways upwards 
from vocational training into Higher Education. 
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In order for them to be more successful, the qualifications contained within an Apprenticeship 
must be made more desirable, with the end product marketed alongside the initial benefits to 
the student. The current situation is one where low completion leads to a reduced uptake of 
courses. This in turn brings generic courses that lead to low completion. This cycle therefore 
needs to be broken by funding and marketing more specialised courses, in consultation with 
employers to ensure that the courses offered will respond to their skills needs. 
 
There needs to be a better employer-led system of quality control, so that employers feel they 
are able to give constructive feedback on the quality of their Apprenticeships. ETB, SSCs and 
SEEDA, or the employers themselves, could work with the course design. This would help to 
achieve the primary objective of ensuring the courses are tailored directly to the needs of both 
the apprentice and the employer. 
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Apprenticeships need to be marketed as a route to Level 3/4/5/6 qualifications, and they need 
to be seen as a stage in an engineering (or any other STEM) career. The Apprenticeship 
programme therefore needs to be part of a cohesive skills strategy in the sector, exactly the 
type of thing an outside body could help with in terms of binding together the disparate 
qualifications and frameworks on the market at the moment. 
 
Admissions tutors need to know more about WBL and vocational qualifications. Many 
admissions departments do not have a full understanding of what WBL can be. This also links 
to the problem of credibility, and the lack of knowledge regarding Apprenticeships within 
admissions departments. 
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Businesses should be encouraged to have a better relationship with FECs so that they can 
both work together to ensure that adequate courses are offered that respond directly to the 
needs of employers. There also needs to be a better guide to WBL and SBL routes to higher 
education such as the model shown below (Figure 47). 
 
Figure 47: WBL and SBL routes to Higher Education 

 
Source: FreshMinds 
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The benefit and long-term cost savings of investing in Apprenticeships must be marketed to 
employers. There needs to be increased collaboration between micro and SME companies so 
that they appreciate the mutual benefit of training employees and increasing the number of 
skilled workers within their industries. 
 
Employers recently questioned by EEF have called for increased funding to cover more than 
just the training expenses of their Apprenticeships, together with the removal of age 
restrictions on funding (currently 19-25 year-olds receive half the funding of 16-25 year-olds, 
and over 25 year-olds receive no funding at all). Whilst the former is unlikely, the latter is 
certainly possible if there was to be increased lobbying by bodies such as SEEDA. 
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Figure 48 shows the processes involved and the impact of any brokerage and facilitation role 
that SEEDA could adopt, together with the recommendation that it produce best practice 
publications to offer guidance and advice to both groups. This would help to address the 
primary problem of poor communication between providers and employers and the poor 
marketing of both FE provision and the various routes to Higher Education from vocational 
training. 
 
This improvement in marketing and communication, encouraged by best practice guidance 
from SEEDA, would prompt an improvement in the quality and suitability of courses. 
Employers would be able to better communicate their requirements to providers of FE 
education and thereby ensure that the courses were more relevant to the requirements of 
WBL. This would then lead to increased credibility for Apprenticeships and vocational learning 
as a whole, helping to encourage more students to follow this pathway to Higher Education 
and more employers to invest in Apprenticeship schemes. 
 
With this heightened credibility and improved quality, more students would be encouraged to 
complete the Level 2 Apprenticeship framework in full. As mentioned earlier in reports, 
increased completion rates at Level 2 could dramatically increase the progression towards 
Levels 3 and 4. The final outcome of this would be to increase the number of skilled and 
qualified employees in the STEM sector, all done through improvements in communication 
and cooperation between FE providers and STEM employers. 
 
Figure 48: Process and impact of SEEDA brokerage ro le 
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Source: FreshMinds 
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SEEDA adopts a brokerage and facilitation role between the FECs supplying qualifications 
and the STEM employers demanding skills. It would organise projects to link the two, 
ensuring they communicate effectively and that all courses are of a sufficiently high standard. 
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One area to focus upon would be to develop a mentoring relationship with SMEs to 
encourage them to engage with FECs and Apprenticeships, highlighting the need to train 
younger workers. 
 
Employers may be aware of their own skills shortages, but may be unable to see the bigger 
industry picture and to see their role within it. Larger firms currently lead training, and micro 
and SME firms need to cooperate if they are to address the needs of the industry as a whole. 
By appreciating that any money spent on training new recruits will have not only a collective 
benefit, but also a subsequent individual benefit, should help to overcome the financial 
disincentives. 
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This would encourage them to increase communication with employers groups so that they 
are able to better respond to their skills needs and adapt courses to meet their requirements. 
In turn this would help to improve the quality of courses and heighten their credibility, which 
would then increase completion rates. This could then lead to a greater number of Level 3 
and 4 qualified employees. 
 
Colleges are sufficiently integrated with the industry which they supply. Giving them a greater 
awareness of their role in training current and future STEM employees will ensure that they 
lead the impetus for increasing the progression to higher level qualifications, rather than 
simply responding to outside calls. 
 
A ‘best practice’ booklet could contain information not only on the need for more specified 
courses, but also information on the location of employers and local contacts. Equally one 
could be produced for employers giving them information on the FECs that are able to provide 
training for their employees, the location of training providers and the need for apprentices to 
complete the whole framework and not just individual qualifications. 
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ETB could produce an online directory detailing every available engineering training provider 
and apprentice, allowing both employers and employees to gather information on the training 
available to them. This would also help to ensure that there was more geographical 
information on training providers, something that is needed to foster increased enrolments on 
courses. 
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Australia recently launched a set of new initiatives entitled Skills for the Future. Worth $837 
million over five years, the major initiatives include Business Skills Vouchers available to 
apprentices or newly qualified tradespersons, incentives for higher technical skills and 
Advanced Apprenticeships (particularly in engineering fields). Perhaps most interestingly, 
however, is that from July 2007 financial support will be provided for mid-career workers aged 
30 and over. 
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There are 356 (2005) different types of apprenticeships available in Germany. Work and 
study is split between the week, so that apprentices normally spend three to four days at work 
and then one to two days in college. This model allows apprentices to earn money whilst 
studying, thereby increasing the chances that they will complete the framework. 


