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Andreas Schleicher, OECD Director of Skills

e Demand for routine skills is falling, while demand for technical and digital skills is
rising.

e Inthe UK, numeracy skills are underused in the workplace and there are gaps in self-
organising, cooperative, and tech skills.

e Mathematics is the only domain where human capability has not yet been overtaken
by technology.

e For 16 to 34-year-olds, those with upper-secondary or post-secondary non-tertiary
education generally have better employment rates than those without.

e Apprenticeship graduates tend to have more favourable earnings than those who
follow an academic route.

e Time spent in real workplaces, working with people and learning from mistakes, is
the most valuable aspect of vocational education because it builds the skills
employers want.

e Germany cited a valuable provider of apprenticeships: there is heavy investment in
increasing the number of company trainers. These are nominated employees who
gain qualifications to show vocational and pedagogical competence, and every
company hosting apprentices must have at least one qualified trainer.

e Engagement of unions and employers is especially strong in Germany, Austria, and
the Netherlands, though collaboration is easier for large firms than SMEs.

e Making programmes more accessible requires recognition and validation of prior
learning, flexible (part-time and/or remote) provision, and financial support. Access to
finance in England is relatively straightforward through the loan system.

e In the UK about half of 15-year-olds say they do not feel well prepared for life after
school, and since 2022 there has been high career uncertainty while poor access to
quality career advice in schools persists.

+ In England many young people aspire to white-collar professions, but there are not
enough available jobs, which sets them up for disappointment.

e Only around one third of UK students have internships at age 15, which is low
compared with European peers.

e The UK ranks comparatively poorly internationally on career guidance provision.

Jo Simovic, Chair of the T Levels Ambassador Network and Amazon’s Head of Global
Youth Programs

e Focuses on employer-led youth programmes to develop and identify emerging talent.

e Amazon youth programme engages 14 to 18-year-olds in, for example, STEM. It has
reached about 7.8 million students globally and offers scholarships.

o The firm’s Girl Tech series promotes tech careers for young women.

e AWS Tech Alliance works with governments (e.g. Spain) to co-design cloud
computing curriculum.

o Employers, including in London, struggle to find talent in areas like software
development and design.

e Amazon has over 2,500 apprentices globally.
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In the US, youth apprenticeships support 16 to 18-year-olds in secondary school,
combining two years of workplace vocational education with schooling (example
given of a partnership with New York City).

In the UK, they are planning 100 nine-week T Level placements in 2026, with around
57% of T Level participants converting to degree apprenticeships.

The programme is expanding into Ireland.

In France, “Step Up Work Experience” offers week-long placements.

Their model: build awareness of careers at ages 11 to 14, explore in depth from 10 to
19 (e.g. “tell me more about engineering”), and secure commitments and longer-term
placements from 19+.

They use virtual work experience and virtual micro-internships to broaden access.

Q&A Session

Jennifer Burden, Gatsby Foundation Director of Programmes asked about building trust
and ensuring that vocational education and occupational standards really align with labour
market needs, and how to strengthen the case for industry placements.

Andreas Schleicher responded that high quality placements are central to success
because they embed learning in real employers’ contexts and require strong
partnerships.

Defining occupational standards is the “easy” part if employers are involved in
designing them.

Training schemes are highly country specific.

The big challenge is convincing employers that investing in apprenticeships is in their
own interest, bringing in skills and reducing recruitment costs.

Jo Simovic emphasised co-designing placements with employers so they see value
and relevance.

Lord Young of Norwood Green

Very few secondary pupils are encouraged towards vocational routes — most are
steered to university.

The most important change is getting schools to actively recommend
apprenticeships, particularly with government support for SMEs.

Lord Baker of Dorking

The UK performs strongly in academic subjects but poorly in technical ones.
Vocational education is barely mentioned in the government’s White Paper, and there
is resistance to offering it before age 16 because of cost.

Only about 2—-3% of pupils typically progress into apprenticeships.

He argued that vocational education must start at age 14 to have real impact.
Stressed the need to “upsell” apprenticeships as high value routes that promote
social mobility.

Gave the example of an 18-year-old naval apprentice earning around £48k (including
a welcome bonus), more than many graduates.

Lord Lucas noted his supports for more modularisation of learning and asked for successful
cases of this internationally.
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e Andreas Schleicher noted that applied learning helps engage young people and
makes education more relevant. He said this can start at early ages.
e Modularisation can give learners more ownership over what, how, where, and when

they learn.

e Singapore’s “SkillsFuture” is an effective alternative pathway to purely academic
learning.

e Andreas announced that a PISA-type assessment for technical education is being
developed.

e T Levels are an interesting design, but currently too narrow in scope and aimed at a
small population.

Baroness Garden of Frognal highlighted that in the North East there are too few employers
willing or able to take on young people, even though work experience is central to T Levels;
regional disparities are significant.

o Jo Simovic suggested schools draw on the T Level Ambassador Network to connect
students with employers, including via remote work experience to mitigate local
shortages. She added that there is still a lot to do to ensure T Levels lead into degree
apprenticeships, and that T Levels must be recognised as equal in status to A levels,
particularly by universities. She said this was not yet the case.

e Andreas Schleicher noted that in Switzerland, institutions are obliged to take on a
defined number of apprentices, reinforcing system-wide responsibility.

Gila Tabrizi, World Skills UK referenced “Skills Olympics” competitions, adding that
competition standards are industry led. Countries that perform well usually have strong
technical education systems that embed these standards into qualifications. She raised the
question of how well T Levels align with such industry standards.

e Andreas Schleicher highlighted that in systems like Denmark and Norway,
governments have created shared infrastructure so SMEs can collaborate to train
apprentices. When one SME cannot offer a full experience, several can share the
responsibility.

Ruth Coyle, La Retraite School, argued the current funding arrangements for SMEs are
too complex and should be simplified into a single, unified programme, possibly linked to a
Growth and Skills Levy.

¢ Chair Sam Rushworth MP contended that the problem is not lack of demand for
apprenticeships and degree apprenticeships but lack of supply. The system often
labels young people as “failures” by age 16, and vocational qualifications are seen as
second best. Young people need to see vocational options as valuable, not remedial.

Kate Young, Enginuity, raised safety concerns: SMEs can be reluctant to take 16-year-olds
because of perceived health and safety risks.

e Andreas Schleicher responded that early exposure in primary school to the world of
work is crucial for shaping aspirations and understanding.

Closing Remarks




All-Party Parliamentary Group for

appg T Levels

Chair Sam Rushworth MP closed by describing a new Government initiative for NEETs (not
in education, employment, or training) whereby employers are paid to take them on, with
substantial financial backing. The aim would be to tackle youth unemployment by
incentivising employer participation.



