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STUC Response to Commission for 

Developing Scotland’s Young Workforce 
 
 
The status of vocational education 
 

1. How would you describe the current status of vocational 
education in Scotland? 
 

• Vocational education is seen as secondary to academic education. 
 

• Although the contribution of vocational education is recognised as 
important for individuals, businesses and the economy, it is usually 
seen as something for students who are academically less able. 
 

• Vocational education should be recognised as a valuable option 
for all students and both academic and non-academic students 
should be supported to consider all options available to them. 
 
 

2. What do you think are the 3 – 4 key actions needed to 
improve the status of vocational education in Scotland? 
 

• Clear vocational pathways are required from school to college and 
into work building on the current National Certificate, Higher 
National Certificate and Higher National Diploma qualifications and 
the opportunities offered by Curriculum for Excellence.  
 

• If vocational pathways are to be appealing to students of all 
academic abilities opportunities must exist for training and skills 
development in work, either through apprenticeships or different 
models of work-based higher education. 
 

• Industry must, therefore, take responsibility for offering 
meaningful, high quality and attractive in-work training and skills 
development opportunities through social partner led (employer 
and trade union) networks and collective funding. 
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• Greater emphasis by industry on linking improved job content and 
work organisation to vocational education pathways into work is 
required if the status of vocational education is to increase.     

• A properly resourced and multi-faceted system of careers 
guidance, with face to face careers guidance provided by the 
public sector by professionally qualified careers guidance officers 
at its heart, is necessary to ensure that all advice available to 
young people, from whatever source on their career options is 
informed by an appreciation of vocational education pathways. 

 
 
Vocational education for young people still at school 
 

1. How would you describe the current provision of vocational 
education for young people still at school? 
 

• Curriculum for Excellence supports the provision of vocational 
education in schools by providing more flexibility within the upper 
secondary curriculum and by providing young people with greater 
scope to mix and match subjects and to take subjects at different 
levels. 

 
• Schools provide a good level of support for most students and 

prepare them well for their future education choices.  
 
 

2. How would you enhance the pathways into vocational 
education and toward employment for young people still at 
school? 

 

 The potential exists in the current vocational qualifications 
framework to develop more coherent and transparent routes into 
employment, if the appropriate funding arrangements 
school/college partnerships and education/industry engagement is 
put in place. 
 

 The greater degree of flexibility in the senior phase of curriculum 
for excellence offers the opportunity for enhanced work experience 
for pupils. Industry should take greater responsibility for developing 
and maintaining engagement with education.  
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 If more employers are to be persuaded of the benefits of recruiting 
school leavers, the evidence of positive employer experience of 
employing young people requires greater profile and the ill-
informed comments of employer organisations on the lack of 
preparedness of school leavers for work  requires to be publically 
challenged.      
 
 

3. How can young people in school be supported to make the 
right choices to develop and support their career aspirations? 

 
• Face to face careers advice and guidance available to all pupil is 

essential.  
• My World of Work website is unlikely to provide the level of 

support required for students and is unlikely to challenge 
stereotypical views or change traditional approaches to education. 
Reliance on My World of Work is therefore unlikely to have a 
positive effect on the take-up of vocational education, and is also 
likely to reinforce gender segregation within the workforce.   
 

• A recent survey of UNISON members working in Skills 
Development Scotland found that 97% of respondents did not 
agree that the new model would deliver an enhanced Careers 
Information and Guidance Service and many members believe 
that My World of Work is wholly inadequate as a stand- alone 
universal offer. 

 
 

4. How can support for young people who have disengaged with 
education at an early age be integrated into mainstream 
vocational pathways? 

 
• Supporting young people who are disengaged from education will 

always require specialist and dedicated support as they are likely 
to have complex needs and / or be difficult to engage. 
 

• It is appropriate for mainstream agencies that support vocational 
education pathways to provide dedicated support, drawing on the 
expertise of organisations that have a track record in this area. 
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• The approaches of those Further Education colleges that already 
offer options to reengage people of school age with education 
should be more widely available and supported by an appropriate 
funding methodology.    
 
 

5. What do you think are the 3 – 4 key actions needed to 
enhance vocational education for young people still at 
school? 
 

 Enhanced work experience opportunities for pupils in the senior 
phases organised through an industry led and government 
supported ‘Council’ and supported though Chambers of 
Commerce  and other industry networks. 
 

 Greater investment in CPD for teachers/lectures delivering 
vocational education and opportunities for industry based 
secondments. 

 
 
The Focus of College Education on Youth Employment and Work 
Readiness 
 

1. How would you describe the current focus of colleges on 
youth employment and work readiness? 

 
• The current focus of colleges on youth employment and work 

readiness is very positive.  However, it is unrealistic to expect 
young people to graduate from colleges completely ‘work ready’.  

 
• It is important that employers’ expectations of work readiness are 

reasonable. Employers must recognise that they have a role in 
providing specific on the job training for employees, and that they 
cannot expect mainstream education to provide skills that go far 
beyond general competencies and/or transferable skills. Specific 
skills for their workplace must be developed by them. 
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2. How can the collaboration between colleges and employers 
be strengthened? 

 
• There is no requirement that education and employment need to 

be separate phases of a young person’s life. Employers could do 
more to work with colleges to provide opportunities for students to 
participant in work placements.   
 

• As part of a holistic approach to workforce development, 
employers could be incentivized to work with colleges to 
commission training to support their employees’ development, 
creating career progression opportunities that increase the number 
of ‘entry level’ jobs available to young people.    
 

• The Scottish Union Learning approach offers a model that should 
be developed across industry and across Scotland. Supported by 
Scottish Union Learning, unions have been the catalyst for 
increased employer engagement with colleges. Union Learning 
Reps provided a workplace capacity that motivates workforce 
engagement in skills development. The Learning Fund (funded by 
the European Social Fund) managed by Scottish Union Learning 
pays course fees for learning specified to meet the needs of 
learners and normally provided by colleges. This levers 
complementary investment by employers and the public sector to 
support the delivery of a workforce development plan agreed 
between the employer and the union, which covers a range of 
activity including apprenticeship training.  
 

• This model is ‘industry led’, engaging colleges on industry terms, 
ensuring a range of learning opportunities are available that derive 
from individual and employer demand and meet individual and 
employer need.    
 
 

3. What do you think are the 3 – 4 key actions needed to 
increase the focus of colleges on youth employment and 
work readiness? 

 
• Colleges are already focused on youth employment and work 

readiness.  
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• The issue is improving college/industry partnerships to ensure 
college provision meets the needs of industry. 
 

• The model developed by Scottish Union Learning should be more 
widely adopted and should be incentivized to give greater priority 
to youth training and employment in the context of a holistic 
approach to workforce development.  
 

• Funding arrangements should be developed that recognise 
industry responsibility for youth employment and training, including 
collective funding models that combine employer and public sector 
contributions, and that reflect a reduced expectation from 
employers of the how ‘work ready’ college graduates should be.   
 

 
 
The status, type, range, qualifications level and volume of 
apprenticeships 
 

1. How would you describe the current status, type and range of 
apprenticeships in relation to other education and training 
opportunities for young people? 

 
• Apprenticeships have a central role to play in the provision of 

education and training for young people.  
 

• Some apprenticeships are extremely high quality with applications 
for them oversubscribed. 
 

• Gender segregation is a feature of the apprenticeship programme 
with most modern apprenticeship frameworks having a degree of 
gender segregation within them. 
 

• Rates of pay for apprenticeships vary widely and while the STUC 
welcomed the introduction of a minimum wage for apprentices, 
this is set at a very low rate which can make it difficult for 
apprentices to support themselves while completing their 
apprenticeship. 
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• There is limited understanding on the part of potential apprentices 
around the different levels of apprenticeships and the career 
development opportunities beyond the completion of an 
apprenticeship. 

 
• The demands of employers when determining the level of 

apprenticeship provided often reflect short-term perspectives on 
skills demand and the availability funding and ignore the potential 
of the individual and of the business.  

 
 

2. What do you think are the 3 – 4 key actions needed to 
improve the status, type and range of apprenticeships in 
Scotland? 

 
• Level 2 qualifications should not be described as apprenticeships.  

 

• Public funding for youth training must incentivize achievement at 
level 3 and above.  
 

• Funding available for level 4 and 5 apprenticeships should be 
increased and potential apprentices should be made aware of the 
differences between apprenticeship levels.  
 

• Rates of pay for apprentices should rise and action needs to be 
taken to tackle the gender segregation within the apprenticeship 
programme. 

 
 

3. Do you think the range of potential qualifications resulting 
from an apprenticeship needs to encompass higher level 
qualifications (such as Higher National or Degree level 
qualifications)? 
 

• Yes, apprenticeship frameworks should articulate with the existing 
qualifications at higher levels within the SCQF.    
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• The priority for the apprenticeship programme going forward 
should encourage frameworks that allow higher level qualifications 
to be gained, thereby encouraging young people to consider 
apprenticeships as a way to their chosen career and a real and 
viable alternative to university entry.  
 
 

4. Please explain why you think the volume of apprenticeships 
should stay the same/increase/decrease 

 
• The number of apprenticeships should be driven by economic 

rather than political imperatives. This will require industry to take 
greater responsibility for articulating demand and agreeing the 
level of public and private sector investment. 
 

• Arrangements for industry leadership on skills in Scotland require 
to be reviewed in light of recent changes in the Sector Skills 
Network and the development of ILG’s.   

 
• There is nothing to be gained by expanding the number of 

apprenticeships in a way that diminishes the status of the 
programme or the level or standing of the qualification gained.   
 
 

Better support services for young people seeking employment 
 

1. From your understanding, how effective is the current system 
of support services for young people seeking employment? 

 
• Good quality careers advice plays an important role in supporting 

young people into work. The reduction of face to face provision 
should be reversed.  
 

• The longer a young person is unemployed the more difficult it is for 
them to find a job, so early action to support young people into 
work is important.  
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• Work schemes like the future jobs fund, that provided employment 
paid at the minimum wage with an element of training, are more 
effective than schemes that compel young people to work for free 
in workplaces with minimum employment rights or access to 
training. 

 
 

2. What do you think are the 3 – 4 key actions needed to 
improve the system of support services for young people 
seeking employment? 
 

• Face to face careers support should be maintained.  
 

• Young people should be given proper support in seeking 
employment and weight should be given to helping them plan a 
career rather than simply find a low pay, low security job with little 
prospect of advancement.  
 

• Employers must be prepared to recruit young people, even if their 
work experience has been limited, and must be prepared to 
support their development at work as part of a holistic approach to 
workforce development. 
 

 
Employer’s involvement in developing Scotland’s young workforce 
 

1. What steps can be taken to encourage employers to increase 
their involvement in developing Scotland's young workforce 
and to employ more young people?  

 
• Employers will employ and develop young workers where they 

recognise the business benefits of doing so and have the capacity 
to respond.  
 

• Government should continue to use procurement as a lever to 
effect employer behaviour on youth employment and training. 
 

• Government should also continue to ensure that its enterprise and 
training agencies, in their engagement with industry, particularly 
growth sectors and companies, emphasise the benefits and wider 
importance of youth employment and training. 
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• The creation of a Centre for Workplace Innovation, as a 
partnership between industry and academia, will help enhance 
employer capacity on workforce development and productivity and 
thereby on youth employment and development. 
 

• The Scottish Union Learning approach offers a model that should 
be developed across industry and across Scotland to help support 
enhanced  employer capacity and workforce development activity. 
 

• Funding arrangements should be developed that recognise 
industry responsibility workforce development, including youth 
employment and training, this should include collective funding 
models that combine employer and public sector contributions. 


