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Executive Summary

Raising the participation of young people in education and training is a central aim of government.  However, a relatively small but significant number of young people who enter employment between the ages of 16-18 do so without the benefit of training. This represents not only a wasted opportunity, but also links to potential problems for the future.

Young people make a wide range of choices at 16 and research reveals the breadth of circumstances in which young people find themselves at varying transitional stages from school to work. This spectrum ranges from the NEET (not in education, employment or training) group at one end to those who remain in full-time education at the other.  

According to the report, Supporting young people to achieve: towards a New Deal for Skills (2004), 56 per cent of the 16–18 cohort are engaged in full-time education and a further 20 per cent of the cohort are in training or other education. The remaining 24 per cent of the cohort are not participating in learning: 15 per cent are in work without formal training and 9 per cent are NEET. So, almost a quarter of our young people are disengaged from education and training.

The UK has the fourth lowest number of young people aged 15-19 in education of all OECD countries and the average number of young people in education in the UK is more than 5 per cent lower than the mean level for all OECD countries. The numbers of young people not in education and yet in employment are therefore comparatively high in the UK. 

Within the region, figures from Connexions Services show that in March 2004, the percentage of young people aged 16-18 in employment without training 

was 10 per cent of the cohort and equal to the average for England as a whole.  But this masks a diversity of participation across the region, ranging from a high of 14 per cent in Devon and Cornwall to 3 per cent in Gloucestershire.

Based on the evidence, the minimum attainment in learning for fulfilling participation in a flexible, modern economy like the UK is level 2, which is equivalent to 5 GCSEs grade A*-C or an NVQ2. Basic skills and level 2 qualifications in particular are also key to preventing social exclusion.  34 per cent of young people with no qualifications and 17 per cent of those with qualifications below level 2 are not in full-time education, training or employment, compared with only 7 per cent of those with qualifications at level 2. As such, level 2 qualifications act as a spring-board to a future of employment with training opportunities.  The Government has found that people who have a level 2 are far more likely than those without to receive training from their employer in the workplace.

Research
 shows that the attainment of vocational qualifications at all levels can improve the employment chances of unqualified school leavers.  Yet, although there is some take up of NVQ level 2 qualifications by school leavers, and of apprenticeships and low level City and Guilds qualifications, very few individuals who obtained no school level qualifications manage to reach Level 3 through the vocational route, and only around a quarter of this group manage even to reach Level 2. Research also underlines the importance of a stronger vocational offer post-16 and preparation for this route and its opportunities pre-16.

Yet those wishing to take the work-based route face a complex maze of different provision and qualifications, variable quality advice, and stigma attached to the vocational route.  Employers too are confused and ill informed about the support that is available to them in providing work-based training.

The Learning Theme considered the issues and barriers faced by young people, by employers and by those working to support young people make more effective choices.  

RECOMMENDATIONS

The recommendations set out below emerged from the discussions and debates between practitioners, policy-makers and funders in the South West region.

Understandably, a number of recommendations were aimed at central government and the need to change policy at the national policy level if this issue is to be tackled. The SWESA  is invited to raise these issues with national government colleagues. 

National policy recommendations:

· There is a need to develop an all-age, impartial advice and guidance service.

· Parity of esteem across the academic and vocational routes and greater simplification of the qualifications system is needed if young people and employers are to value and participate in Work-Based Learning (WBL).

· Action is need to reduce the inequalities in pay between training allowances and wages that turn many young people away from jobs with training.
· Apprenticeships should be expanded in breadth and age eligibility.
· Increased flexibility in funding arrangements is needed to support relevant training for employers.
Recommendations for the Region:

1.
Actively promote the work-based learning route to young people

The poor image of the vocational route deters many young people from pursuing the opportunities that do exist.  An effective campaign is needed within the region to highlight the opportunities and benefits to be gained by workplace learning.

2.
Introduce work experience in schools for young people and track development of employability skills 

Earlier interventions are needed to ensure that young people are better prepared for the world of work and to ensure that they are equipped to make effective choices. Work experience opportunities should be available in schools from Year 10. Employers have successfully piloted work experience taster CDs with young people. These kinds of initiative need to be supported more extensively and form part and parcel of school activities. The skills gained through work experience need to be recorded and formally recognised in school reports.  Use opportunities provided by schools enterprise and entrepreneurship funding for earlier intervention with those most likely to opt out of learning.

3.
Track and assess the skills of young people in employment

Employers often provide significant informal learning opportunities for young people in employment. Yet these skills are not formally recognised and this may inhibit the young person from advancing in their careers. Employers should be encouraged to allow their young employees to take part in accreditation to enable the valuable skills learned to be recognised and valued.

4.
Develop a major promotional campaign targeting employers 
Evidence from a range of studies shows that employers are ill informed about WBL initiatives and the support that is available for young people.  Employers also complain of poor quality and a lack of consistency in advice from agencies responsible for working with young people.  A major campaign targeting employers is needed to extol the benefits of WBL and the vocational route. Extend the involvement of Chambers of Commerce in promoting business advantages of employing/training young people and promoting good employer role models.

5. Recognise the role of Connexions services in brokering employment and training for young people within the emerging skills brokerage model 

Connexions services are responsible for working with employers and seeking placements and training opportunities for the young people that they work with.  The emerging skills brokerage model will need to take into account and, if possible, integrate these activities within the skills brokerage functions within the region.

6.
Take action to improve knowledge and understanding of the cohort in the region.
The agencies in the region need to develop a consistent and robust approach to data collection and analysis across Connexions and other related services. This will need to include the more-effective tracking of young people’s work experience outcomes and employment destinations, including liaison with employers and a better understanding of ‘churn’ (young people’s entry, withdrawal and re-entry to the labour market) within the NEET group.  Opportunities exist within the SWESA Research and Knowledge Development Fund to support some initial work in this area.

7.
Develop measures to identify earlier those young people at risk of disengagement and develop measures which provide additional support

Research suggests that results in GCSE examinations are the single most important predictor of whether a young person will stay on in education after the age of 16.  Young people are also guided but perceptions of their own ability are based on their performance up to two years earlier.  Action is needed in schools to identify and provide support for young people.  This needs to be a multi-agency support involving youth services, post-16 education and training providers, information advice and guidance services (IAG) and employers themselves.

8.
Develop capacity within the infrastructure to equip those advising young people better 

A multi-agency approach is needed to build capacity amongst advisers, teachers and tutors about the nature and opportunities for WBL. Connexions should work more closely with teachers and parents to raise awareness (and esteem) of non-academic/WBL routes, including guidance on local Labour Market Information (LMI).  This should also extend to support for families which are critical influencers over young people but who often have little knowledge about learning routes.

9.
Develop a regional mentoring initiative aimed at supporting young people on their transitions to learning and work 

Mentoring has a critical role in supporting young people in making transitions into working life. The regional initiative should include the development of formal and informal mentoring models for practitioners, peers, parents, professionals, advisers, teachers and employers.  Community networks also provide an important source of mentoring.
� The Impact of Vocational Qualifications on the Labour Market Outcomes of Low-Achieving School-Leavers, Steven McIntosh, CEP Discussion Paper No 621, March 2004.





