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NAO study into increasing participation in 16-18 
education and training 

The Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) represents the 
interests of a range of organisations delivering vocational learning and employment 
and employability support.  The majority of our 650+ member organisations are 
independent providers (from both the private and the third sectors) holding contracts 
with the Skills Funding Agency, with many also delivering Department for Education 
(EFA) and Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) funded provision.  In addition to 
these we have a number of colleges in membership, as well as non-delivery 
organisations such as SSCs and awarding bodies as Associate Members, which 
means that AELP offers a well rounded and comprehensive perspective and insight 
on matters relating to its remit.  

Summary 
Although there are some excellent programmes such as those offered by the Youth Contract, 
traineeships and Apprenticeships, urgent action is needed to reduce the number of NEETs and 
to increase the  Apprenticeship numbers and increase participation by 16-18 year olds.  The 
Youth Contract comes to an end in 2015 and the number of Apprenticeship opportunities may 
well reduce as a result of the proposed Apprenticeship reforms.  The key recommendations 
and observations we have made in our submissions are 

1. Improved information, advice and guidance for all young people. 

2. Education must reflect the needs of employers and include high quality vocational routes. 

3. Restrictions to traineeships and the Youth Contract preventing the most vulnerable and needy 

young people from accessing the help they need should be removed.   

4. Improved access to meaningful work experience opportunities for all that would benefit from it.   

5. Funding systems and rules must not prevent good providers from delivering EFA provision and 
from recruiting potential NEETs at the earliest opportunity.  This in turn should ensure a wider 
range of progression routes for young people. 

6. Government must reconsider its proposal to route Apprenticeship funding via employers to 
prevent the number of Apprenticeship opportunities for 16-18 year olds decreasing. 

7. Government must ensure that benefit rules do not discourage young people from participating 
in traineeships. 

8. Apprenticeships should not be presented as a low cost option and the National Apprenticeship 
Service should not use the lower minimum wage as an encouragement to employers. 
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Background 
 
Successful implementation of the policy to increase the participation age to 18 needs the 
Government to ensure that education is seen as relevant to the young people and also be accepted 
by employers as meeting their requirements for entrants to the workforce.  At the same time the 
system must recognise the needs of those young people who do not wish to progress through A 
levels and into university.  They must be offered a high quality vocational curriculum that will allow 
them to progress into sustainable employment. 

Despite the moves to increase participation in education by 16-18 year olds there are still far too 
many that are NEET (not in education, employment or training).  The Government published its 
strategy, Opening Doors, Breaking Barriers, which aims to maximise participation of 16-24 year olds 
in education, training and work and in Building Engagement, Building Futures set out radical reforms 
to education, skills and welfare provision it hoped would make a significant difference to young 
people’s opportunities and support.  It did, however, also recognise that more needed to be done in 
some areas to help the most vulnerable young people at risk of long term disengagement and it 
committed to provide additional support through more Apprenticeships for young people and 
introduced the Youth Contract.  Despite these efforts the numbers of young people aged 16-18 that 
are NEET remains stubbornly high with an increased number of young people becoming NEET at the 
age of 18.  This demonstrates a clear issue regarding progression routes for a specific group of 
learners as the numbers entering an Apprenticeship have actually declined.  It is obvious that further 
action is needed if we are to reverse this decline and ensure all 16-18 year olds are given the support 
they need to progress from full time education into sustainable employment and a worthwhile 
career. 

Having consulted with our members a clear picture is emerging.  Much more needs to be done to 
promote vocational routes into work, especially traineeships for those young people needing specific 
help to enter the labour market and Apprenticeships which are widely recognised as the optimum 
route in vocational training.   

Information, advice and guidance 
 
All young people need independent, impartial information, advice and guidance (IAG) about the full 
range of options available to them however it is clear that careers guidance in schools is failing to 
provide this.  IAG has been a concern for AELP members ever since the Association was formed in 
2002 and sadly provision for young people has actually worsened over that time - a fact 
acknowledged by the Chief Inspector, Sir Michael Wilshaw, in the highly critical Ofsted report on 
careers guidance Going in the right direction? published in September 2013.  Guidance for schools 
on careers advice published by DfE in April 2014 goes a long way to addressing many of the concerns 
raised by AELP over many years, however, it still only say that schools should give other providers 
the opportunity to inform pupils directly about what they offer, not that they must do so.  We 
believe that providers, who work closely with hundreds of thousands of employers large and small, 
have a vital part to play in helping young people understand employers’ needs and expectations so 
that they make the right choices that will ensure they continue to participate in learning post-16.  
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Better personal, social and careers education from Key Stage 2 onwards would prepare learners for 
increased participation more effectively than the current focus on academic and subject attainment 
at that age.  IAG offered in schools fails to promote the vocational route and actually is often used to 
discourage some young people from following the route best suited to them and persuade them 
instead to continue their studies in school.  This has become even more noticeable since the raising 
of the participation age (RPA) changes, with providers reporting that many schools are telling their 
pupils that RPA means that they have to stay on in school, and not explaining that there are other  
work based options which might provide a better career route for many less academic young people.  
Even if schools do include the vocational routes in the IAG they offer, teachers, who have usually 
followed an entirely academic route, do not understand the breadth of opportunities that the 
vocational routes, especially Apprenticeships, can offer, including progression into HE. 

We believe that independent training providers can work with both schools and employers to make 
the link between school and work but this role needs to be explicitly recognised. 

Barriers 
 
It is not enough, however, to address education and skills development alone.  For young people 
who become NEET there are often significant personal and social issues that need to be addressed.  
They need personalised support, flexibility and manageable learning provision that can develop with 
the learner as they are supported to overcome their barriers.  

Two common barriers that both the learners and education providers need to overcome quickly if 
we are to engage and retain the hardest to reach groups are the strong feelings of alienation and 
low self-esteem often found in many young people who leave school with few or no qualifications.  
Mental health, substance abuse, drug use, homelessness, youth offending and gang affiliation are 
other barriers that are commonly experienced across all areas of provision.  Without addressing the 
barriers, through continuous and personalised interventions, these young people will not be in a 
position to be considered for a traineeship and certainly not for an Apprenticeship, and are likely to 
end up NEET.  This problem is expected to increase as the majority of employers already do not offer 
Apprenticeships and the number that do is likely to decrease further following the introduction of 
the proposed reforms to Apprenticeships. 

Vocational education 
 
Providing vocational education that young people see as relevant and will enable progression is 
essential to ensuring greater participation from 16-18 year olds.  There is a significant disconnect 
between DfE’s approach to education and the needs of employers.  Government has encouraged the 
number of secondary schools to increase and allowed existing schools to set up their own sixth 
forms, but these new schools and sixth forms are not each able to offer the comprehensive range of 
opportunities, both vocational and academic, that all young people deserve and should be entitled 
to access.  Concentrating provision within a smaller number of larger institutions could actually 
increase the range of quality options, especially vocational options, and progression routes available 
to young people. 
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The removal of explicit support for some of the  vocational training for 14-16 year olds, such as 
Young Apprenticeships (YA) which provided many with a valuable vocational route, has not helped.  
Through YAs many young people benefitted from a work based approach to learning leading to 
higher motivation compared to their peers which carried through into their GCSE work and better 
progression to both Apprenticeship and other routes. Employers who engaged with the YA 
programme rated them very highly, as they offered them real opportunities to engage with young 
people and acted as extended employment preparation for both parties.  Although moves to allow 
some pupils to study in colleges of further education from the age of 14 do go some way to mitigate 
this, they do not offer the young people the opportunity for the work located learning experience 
element of YAs so valued by not just by the learner but the employer too. 

Traineeships and the Youth Contract 
 
Both traineeships and the Youth Contract offer valuable options for those young people that are not 
ready to go straight onto a level 2 or level 3 course, a job or an Apprenticeship and should be 
promoted more widely.   Traineeships in particular will help ensure that many young people that are 
close to the job market develop the employability skills, including maths and English, they need to 
enter employment.   

It is particularly important, however, that the hardest to help young people with the biggest 
problems to overcome, and who are therefore not in the target group for traineeships, are not 
disenfranchised from the support they need, such as provision offered through the Study 
Programmes and the Youth Contract, by introducing requirements that will unduly restrict their 
entry.  It must also be recognised that for many young people with lower prior attainment any job is 
a significant achievement and should be regarded as a successful outcome.  

 The Youth Contract element 6 for 16 and 17 year olds can provide the support needed to overcome 
the barriers set out above for some NEET learners but not all. This programme has shown that many 
of the more vulnerable young people have benefitted from additional personalised support and 
initial engagement onto full and part time study programmes or onto short term accredited 
programmes with personal development opportunities such as the Princes Trust Team programme. 
However progression remains an issue and more needs to be done to bridge the gap and develop 
further flexible progression opportunities with employers.   

Many young people currently on Youth Contract provision have no GCSEs, a situation that is likely to 
worsen as the planned GCSE reforms are introduced, but it is not yet clear what, if anything, will 
replace the Youth Contract, which has proved to be very effective in engaging those lower attainers 
in some form of education, training and work, after it ends in 2015.  Early decisions are needed to 
enable providers to plan how best to support these vulnerable young people. 

The decline in Saturday jobs and other part time work has also denied young people the chance to 
gain experience work and employability skills before leaving school.  Often, by the time a young 
person discovers the work based route, it is no longer available as either their funding entitlement 
has been used up or they are ineligible as they have qualification levels that exclude them from 
programmes such as traineeships.  These restrictions should be reviewed to ensure that all 16-24 
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year olds that would benefit from a traineeship are able to participate in them and schools need to 
identify those that are work focused and steer them either into traineeships, or if they are work 
ready into an Apprenticeship.    The removal of the 16 hour rule on training within the traineeship 
programme for all Job Seeker’s Allowance (JSA) claimants aged 18-23 from 3 March should 
encourage more learners onto the programme, but further changes are needed to make the 
programme more flexible and responsive and attract more employers and young people to 
participate in it. There must be more flexibility in terms of the eligibility of young people (especially 
those over 19 with a level 2), more providers able to deliver the programme and more flexibility 
from Jobcentre Plus (JCP) in terms of the length of the work experience allowed. 

Work experience 
 
Actual work experience is generally recognised as vitally important and as such should be available 
to all young people.  Work experience is no longer compulsory and schools should be encouraged to 
provide it.  In addition to formal work experience, some form of ‘have a go’ sessions along the lines 
of those offered at the Skills Show over the last couple of years could be introduced.  These could be 
offered via a series of roadshows provided during term time that schools could book onto. 

However it is vital that work experience opportunities are available for the target group that is most 
at risk, and with the poorest attainment levels. Robust work experience opportunities offered by a 
range of employers are essential and to encourage their participation we suggest that a work 
experience grant similar to the Apprenticeship Grant for Employers (AGE) should be considered. 

Funding issues 
 
The system of lagged funding and the inability to get a new contract for Education Funding Agency 
(EFA) provision has been a major deterrent which has prevented many providers from delivering EFA 
provision and in doing so increase participation by creating new opportunities to give young people 
the employability skills they need.     

Another problem has been the rule which prevents providers from entering Year 11s for funding 
until August.  This has led to providers being unable to recruit some harder to engage young people 
as soon as they left the compulsory education period and as a result many of these young people 
were lost to the system and became NEET.  Experience in Wales of imposing this rule resulted in a 
sharp decline in recruitment   

AELP believes that the current reforms to Apprenticeships, especially those relating to funding, will 
reduce the number of employers, especially SMEs, from participating in the programme at exactly 
the time when more Apprenticeship opportunities are needed than ever before.   The current 
proposals for routing the funding for Apprenticeships via employers will reduce the number of 
employers prepared to offer an Apprenticeship and give a young person this key first footstep into 
the labour market.  This is will significantly affect 16-18 participation as the majority of 16-17 year 
olds who enter an Apprenticeship do so with very small SMEs and micros, the very employers least 
likely to continue with Apprenticeships once the reforms are introduced.  Already the lack of clarity 
on the implications of the reforms are deterring some employers from engaging in Apprenticeships, 
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as they prefer to wait to see how the changes would affect them before making such a long term 
commitment.  In order to succeed in the work place young people need support and investment 
form their employer and we must ensure that it is as easy as possible for employers to make this 
commitment.  The employers need to be assured of the support they will receive in order to 
understand the benefits to them and their organisation of investing in a young person; this should 
be clear and unambiguous.    

Benefit funding has also affected participation in traineeships.  The Department of Work and 
Pensions (DWP) has now agreed to exempt young people on Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA) from the 
16 hour rule which limited the time they could spend in training without losing their JSA, but there is 
still a problem over the time they are allowed to spend on work experience.  Until this issue is sorted 
many young people will refuse to go onto a traineeship, a route which might offer them the best 
route into a long term, sustainable career. 

Inappropriate promotion within Apprenticeships 
 
Finally, Apprenticeships must be promoted as a high quality option for young people.  This also 
includes how the minimum wage rate for Apprenticeships is promoted.   Training providers continue 
to push for Apprenticeship wages to be fair and reflect the value to the employer.  The National 
Apprenticeship Service (NAS) must support that message in Apprenticeship recruitment.  Immediate 
action should also be taken against any employers found to be paying below the minimum wage and 
all providers should ensure their employers are paying at least the appropriate minimum wage for 
their apprentices.   We are also concerned about the impact of the Apprenticeship Grant for 
Employers (AGE).  Although this grant may have encouraged more employers to engage in 
Apprenticeship we need to review the results of this initiative to ensure it is having the right effect 
and not leading to lower achievement rates or poor quality delivery.   
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