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                             Postscript: September 2014 

This short contribution provides an update to the research published in May 2014, Another Great 

Training Robbery or a Real Alternative for Young People.1 The first section provides analysis of the 

most recent Skills Funding Agency data, while the second addresses political and economic issues. 

Apprenticeship numbers fall in 2013/14                                                                                          

Statistics released by the Skills Funding Agency for the period August 2013/April 20142 show a total 

of 314,000 apprenticeship starts in England.  While these totals are provisional and thus subject to 

revision, it would seem likely they will fall far short of 510,000 for the year from August  2012 (Table 

2 p5 in original research) and therefore represent a significant reversal of the annual increases in 

apprenticeship numbers – where  numbers have more  than doubled  since 2008/9. The different 

levels of starts and comparisons with 2012/13 are displayed below. The most significant decrease 

has been at Advanced Level, but on the basis of this evidence,  claims about the future importance 

of Higher Level ‘preparing young people to become the next generation of pilots, accountants and 

space engineers’3 need to be challenged with Higher Level starts representing under 2% of all. 

Overall participation numbers are also down – with a high point of 751,000 apprentices compared to 

900,000 for 2012/13. 

                                                                Apprenticeship starts (England) 

 2012/13 2013/14  (Q1 to Q3) 

Intermediate  292,800 213,500 

Advanced 207,700   96,800 

Higher     9,800                              4,300 
Source SFA Statistical First Releases (based on figures for England)     

The proportion of young apprenticeships continues to increase                                                       

Our research  argued that the growth in apprenticeship numbers since 2010 had  been fuelled by a 

large increase in the number of over 25 year olds (a criticism made by the Richard Review, but also 

the result of changing in funding arrangements).  It noted there was some evidence that adult 

participation was decreasing (p5/6 original research). The chart below confirms this further. 

                                                       Apprenticeship starts by age (England)  

 2012/13 2013/14 (Q1 to Q3) 

Under 19 114,500 95,200 

19-24 165.400 119,100 

25 and over  230,300 100,300 

                                                           
1
 Downloadable www.radicaledbks.com  

2
 Statistical First Release SFA/SFR24 26/06/14. There is no evidence that recruitment numbers for the final 

quarter are significantly different to Q1-3. On the contrary, previous data shows recruitment  highest in Q1 
3
 Speech by Matthew Hancock  https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/matthew-hancocks-speech-on-

world-class-apprenticeships http://www.theguardian.com/education/2014/jul/10/apprenticeships-failing-
youth-unemployment-skills#start-of-comments  

http://www.radicaledbks.com/
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/matthew-hancocks-speech-on-world-class-apprenticeships
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/matthew-hancocks-speech-on-world-class-apprenticeships
http://www.theguardian.com/education/2014/jul/10/apprenticeships-failing-youth-unemployment-skills#start-of-comments
http://www.theguardian.com/education/2014/jul/10/apprenticeships-failing-youth-unemployment-skills#start-of-comments
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As the diagrams below show there has been a particularly significant fall in the proportion of adults 

starting Advanced Level programmes, while almost one third (74,400) of Intermediate level 

apprenticeships continue to be started by those over 25 (a slight fall on the previous year). This falls 

to about one in four at Advanced level (24,200). 

        

                                                   Based on SFA data for Aug 2013 to April 2014 

It is important to reiterate once again however, that the number of Advanced Level starts by those 

under 19 (28,600 for Q1 to Q3) appear insignificant compared to the 300,000 plus enrolments for 

Advanced Level courses in full-time education.  At the end of 2013 70% of 16-18 year olds were 

reported to be in full-time education compared with only 5.9% in work-based learning4. Also, for Q1-

Q3 OF 2013/14, 39.5% of those starting Higher Level were over 25 (1,700 out of 4,300), 46.5% (2000) 

between 19-24 and only 14% (300) under 19 years old.  By way of comparison,  40% of all young 

people in England now reach university by the time they are 19. 

Apprenticeships continue to be restricted to FOUR sectors                                        

Apprenticeship starts continue to be concentrated in four sectors. The table below shows sector, 

level and age group starts in England for Q1-Q3 2013/14. Although compared to 2011/12 there has 

been an increase in the number of Engineering and Manufacturing Technologies starts,  these still 

represent less than 1 in 6 and, contrary  to what might be expected, the high level of Intermediate 

starts means  there is no evidence that this sector is more ‘high skilled’ than others. Health Public 

Services and Care has the lowest proportion of Under19s, with Retail having the highest proportion 

of Intermediate starts. 

 Total Intermediate Advanced Higher Under 19 

Business, Admin and Law 87,600   62,000  23.340 2250  21,910 

Health Public Services and Care   70,540   44,360  25, 080 1090  11,870 

Retail & Commercial Enterprise 64,210   53,150  10, 990      60  19,400 

Engineering and Manufacturing 51,320   30,120  20, 950    250  22,450 

Source: SFA Apprenticeship Starts by Sector Subject area, Level and Age   (https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-

data-sets/fe-data-library-apprenticeships--2)  

                                                           
4
 SFR 18/2014: Participation in Education, Training and Employment by 16-18 year olds in England, end 2013, 

issued 25 June 2014  
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Coalition and Labour respond in different ways.                                                                                             

The Coalition has continued to trumpet the success of the Apprenticeship programme. In one of his 

last speeches before being moved in the Cabinet reshuffle, Skills Minister Matthew Hancock 

(02/06/145) claimed apprenticeships were now ‘loved by millions’, even if he conceded that only 10% 

of businesses offered them.  Pointing to Coalition success in the ending of ‘programme 

apprenticeships’  where training agencies or colleges only provided work placements,  rather than 

employment, Hancock then went on to reaffirm the Coalition’s commitment to ‘putting employers in 

the driving seat’ enabling them to both design and choose the most effective types of training. Under 

the proposals, still to be finalised, employers will now be expected to contribute towards 

apprenticeship training, but government will invest £2 for every £1 invested – although a capping 

process will operate. Employers will in addition receive additional payments for recruiting 16-18 year 

olds, for the funding of English and maths and for successful completion – while small businesses will 

receive further incentives. Hancock also reaffirmed the importance of Trailblazers now in its third 

phase, where apprenticeship standards are designed by leading employers in each sector. We have 

argued however that the changes to funding might lead to a fall in the overall number of apprentices 

because of the role that Training Agencies have played in recruiting ‘reluctant’ employers.6  
 

In the meantime, Labour has hardened its criticism of the way apprenticeships have been unrolled – 

with the Adonis Report7characterising current provision as invariably low-level, with minimal training, 

still predominantly for adults and mainly in low-paid, low productivity service sectors like health and 

social care and hospitality & catering,  with Labour’s Shadow Business Secretary Liam Byrne claiming it 

is now harder for a young person to obtain a good quality apprenticeship than it  is to get into 

university.8 While the Adonis Review  breaks new ground  and calls for the public sector to play a 

leading role in apprenticeship creation,  for Labour, apprenticeships now represent  just one part of a 

much larger vocational route for the ‘forgotten 50%’ initially centred around a Techbacc, but including  

more UTC’s9.   Elsewhere, Labour continues to emphasise the importance of the university sector in 

responding to the ‘knowledge economy’ by ‘Rebooting Robbins’10 and establishing new Technical 

Degrees.  

 

 A jobs and employment problem 

                                                                                  

                                                           
5
  https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/matthew-hancocks-speech-on-world-class-apprenticeships  

6
 This was confirmed by a recent visit to an apprenticeship recruitment forum in a London borough where only 

one of the exhibitors was an actual employer, all others bring training providers. 
7 Mending  the Fractured Economy. Final report of the Adonis Review  (http://www.policy-

network.net/publications/4695/Mending-the-Fractured-Economy)  

8
 http://www.labourbisteam.org.uk/apprenticeship-starts-for-young-people-fall-by-over-11000-under-  

9
 http://radicaled.wordpress.com/2014/08/27/tristram-hunt-and-two-nation-labour/  

10
 See Shadow Universities Minister Liam Byrne’s  Social Market Foundation pamphlet Robbins Rebooted  

How We Earn Our Way in the Second Machine Age  http://www.smf.co.uk/publications/robbins-rebooted-how-
we-earn-our-way-in-the-second-machine-age/  

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/matthew-hancocks-speech-on-world-class-apprenticeships
http://www.policy-network.net/publications/4695/Mending-the-Fractured-Economy
http://www.policy-network.net/publications/4695/Mending-the-Fractured-Economy
http://www.labourbisteam.org.uk/apprenticeship-starts-for-young-people-fall-by-over-11000-under-
http://radicaled.wordpress.com/2014/08/27/tristram-hunt-and-two-nation-labour/
http://www.smf.co.uk/publications/robbins-rebooted-how-we-earn-our-way-in-the-second-machine-age/
http://www.smf.co.uk/publications/robbins-rebooted-how-we-earn-our-way-in-the-second-machine-age/
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The research argued that there were major differences between the organisation of apprenticeships 

in this country compared to Germany – where there are now reports of apprenticeship vacancies 

remaining unfilled11 – but also cited longer term changes in the occupational structure and the 

economy that have been accentuated, though not caused, by the recent economic downturn and 

which work against the creation of more highly skilled apprenticeships. For example, the fact that the 

recent ‘growth’ of the UK economy has not led to a corresponding increase in wages may have 

perplexed policy makers, but it continues to be closely related to the nature of the jobs being created 

in the post-crash economy. According to ONS12, of the 1.1 million increase in jobs in the year to March 

2014, there are still only a small proportion (189,000) being created in the ‘professional, scientific and 

technical’ high wage and high productivity category.  In comparison, low paid and low productive,   

labour intensive industries have continued to expand. Thus ‘accommodation and food services’ 

generated 128,000 extra jobs, likewise ‘human health and social work’ (also one of the lowest paid 

and least productive) generated 89,000. Meanwhile, there were only 44,000 new manufacturing jobs.  

Further research commission by the TUC also highlights the significant expansion of low paid sectors 

since 2008.13 

 

With UKCES surveys casting doubt on the extent of skill shortages and reporting large numbers being 

‘overqualified’14, while the ONS figures show only 13% of current vacancies in manufacturing and 14% 

in the professional, scientific and technical category, then – as has been argued in our research and 

elsewhere15 – the nature and extent of UK economic decline means that by itself, an alternative 

education and skills strategy will be woefully inadequate. If  the ‘rebalancing’ of the UK economy is to 

remain a realistic and feasible objective, then economic policies need to go much further than 

anything considered before. 

   

           

 

    

  July 10th/2014 

http://www.theguardian.com/education/2014/jul/10/apprenticeships-failing-youth-unemployment-

skills#start-of-comments  

Dead end' apprenticeships are failing to help young people find lasting work. 

Apprenticeships are not improving young peoples' skills enough to provide a real 

alternative to university, according to new research 

                                                           
11

 http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/3e680126-8db5-11e3-ba55-00144feab7de.html#axzz3CVrluiUh  
12

 (http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-statistics/august-2014/index.html)   
13

 (http://www.tuc.org.uk/economic-issues/labour-market-and-economic-reports/low-paid-job-creation-has-
pushed-earnings-growth) .    
14

 (https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/327492/evidence-report-
81-ukces-employer-skills-survey-13-full-report-final.pdf)  
15

 See  Allen and Ainley  ‘The Great Reversal. Young People, Education and Employment in a Declining Economy 
(2013)  (Downloadable www.radicaledbks.com)   
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