


Why Careers Advice Alone Won’t Increase the Number of Young Apprentices
By Richard Spear, Managing Director ACT 

It’s an easy scapegoat: if only young people knew more about apprenticeships, they’d choose them. 

I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve heard people blaming a lack of careers advice for the relatively low uptake of apprenticeships among school leavers. Sometimes this is levelled at Careers Wales, sometimes at schools. 

The real barriers run deeper — a combination of unclear policy aims, limited opportunities, negative perceptions and patchy careers education. I’ve seen first-hand how much good careers information, advice and guidance can achieve — but it can’t create opportunities that don’t exist. We need an effective strategy to tackle the challenges set out below. 

No clear aspirations
Despite the emphasis on apprenticeships across numerous Welsh Government strategies, only 1.6%[endnoteRef:1] of Year 11 leavers and 2.9%[endnoteRef:2] of Year 13 leavers in Wales go straight into an apprenticeship. These figures seem low, but there are no specific targets or stated aspirations to judge this performance against. Policy documents talk about ‘encouraging’ young people, but without measurable ambition, accountability disappears. In contrast, countries with strong youth apprenticeship systems set explicit goals — not to impose quotas, but to signal intent. Wales cannot plan or resource effectively without first deciding what success looks like. [1:  https://careerswales.gov.wales/education-and-teaching-professionals/pupil-destinations/pupil-destinations-2024/year-11 - percentage entering work-based training with employed status]  [2:  https://careerswales.gov.wales/education-and-teaching-professionals/pupil-destinations/pupil-destinations-2024/year-13- percentage entering work-based training with employed status] 


International comparisons suggest the UK has a low number of young people in apprenticeships. By comparison, in Germany around half of school leavers take up that vocational option. Our performance also seems to be significantly lower than England (where 3.2%[endnoteRef:3] and 7.4%[endnoteRef:4] of Year 11 and 13 leavers respectively enter an apprenticeship). [3:  https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/key-stage-4-destination-measures/2022-23]  [4:  https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/16-18-destination-measures/2023-24] 

[bookmark: _Hlk211845995]So why does this matter? Although it is difficult to prove a direct link between post-school pathways and economic performance, the available evidence broadly supports the idea that stronger youth apprenticeship systems lead to better youth employment outcomes, higher earnings, improved productivity and greater social inclusion. 

So, it would be reasonable to assume that increasing the number of young apprentices would be good for Wales. In the absence of clear targets or aspirations, let’s explore what it would take to raise apprenticeship participation for school leavers to 10%. 

Lack of opportunities
Approximately 55,000[endnoteRef:5] learners leave school every year in Wales, meaning 5,500 appropriate (i.e. apprenticeship) job opportunities would need to be secured every summer if we were to hit a target of 10% of school leavers entering an apprenticeship. Furthermore, these would need to be in a sufficiently broad range of attractive occupations with adequate availability of Welsh language positions.  [5:  https://careerswales.gov.wales/education-and-teaching-professionals/pupil-destinations/pupil-destinations-2024] 

Those numbers don’t sound huge — but they would represent a seismic shift in Wales’s SME-dominated labour market. In normal times, Wales’s entire labour market adds or loses just a few thousand jobs a month. Expecting that level of growth every summer, purely in posts appropriate for young apprentices, is unrealistic without a coordinated system to create them. 

For many employers, particularly SMEs, taking on a 16–18-year-old apprentice represents a real commitment — the additional supervision, training time and safeguarding responsibilities add cost and risk. In a tough economic climate, that’s a significant investment. The Federation of Small Businesses (FSB) in Wales is concerned that these barriers will become even more challenging for SMEs if the measures in the Employment Rights Bill are enacted. Their members have also highlighted that many entry-level jobs that might once have been done by apprentices are being replaced by AI — adding even greater urgency to the need to create suitable opportunities for the next cohort of young people.

[bookmark: _Hlk213143054]It’s also worth recognising that the barriers — and potential solutions — differ for Year 11 and Year 13 leavers. Employers are more likely to recruit 18-year-olds than 16-year-olds, so any strategy to increase participation will need distinct approaches for each group.

Meanwhile, other post-16 education and training options are more stable and accessible, since they don’t require a job opportunity to underpin them — making them easier targets for young people.

The lack of appropriate employment opportunities is highlighted by Careers Wales data. Each year, 13–14% of Year 10 pupils say they want an apprenticeship through the ‘Career Check’ tool[endnoteRef:6]. Yet, as we know, only about 1.6% start one after Year 11 — that drop can only be explained by barriers and a lack of opportunities.  [6:  Data from Careers Wales] 


Perceptions
Although there are some encouraging shifts in attitudes, apprenticeships are still often seen as a ‘second choice’ to A-levels or university — especially by parents, teachers and academically able students. In stark contrast, in countries like Germany or Switzerland, vocational routes enjoy equal prestige because they’re well integrated into respected professions (engineering, IT, finance, etc.).

Parents are the single biggest influence on post-16 choices. Many parents, especially those who didn’t go through apprenticeships themselves, feel uncertain about job security, pay or progression routes and therefore may steer their children toward full-time education. Parental confidence in advising about apprenticeships lags far behind their confidence in advising about university routes. Similarly, most schoolteachers qualified through a higher education pathway – so will be less familiar with vocational options. 

Apprentices earn a wage but lose the safety net of staying in education. Travel costs, low starting pay and uncertainty about continued employment can deter young people — especially in rural areas where transport is poor or in families where they incorrectly assume their household income would reduce when they lose Child Benefit payments. 
Low participation creates its own barrier. It establishes a social norm — following a different pathway means standing out. Not many young people (or adults) are comfortable doing that. Social identity and belonging matter: young people often make decisions based on what others like them are doing, not purely on a rational evaluation of options. This is reinforced by the lack of visible role models who’ve advanced via apprenticeships.

Higher apprenticeships could play a crucial role in reshaping perceptions, particularly if introduced for the teaching profession. They offer a genuine alternative to full-time higher education — combining skilled employment with advanced qualifications. They can help position apprenticeships as a respected and aspirational route for talented young people, alongside full-time higher education. The Prime Minister’s recent announcement on expanding higher apprenticeships in England recognises their potential to diversify routes into high-level careers. Wales should do the same, ensuring that expansion at higher levels complements early-career opportunities — giving young people clear, progressive pathways to advance as their skills and experience.

Careers Information, Advice and Guidance (CIAG) Vs Careers Education
Although they are often conflated, CIAG and Careers Education have different purposes, delivery mechanisms and accountability.

CIAG is the individualised support service that helps people make informed decisions about learning and work. In Wales, it is mainly delivered by Careers Wales, supplemented by school staff and other partners.

[bookmark: _Hlk211871740]Careers Education is the planned, progressive learning within the school curriculum that develops students’ knowledge, skills and attitudes to manage their careers throughout life. It is a curriculum component, not a service, embedded across the Curriculum for Wales (3–16) through the Careers and Work-Related Experiences (CWRE) framework. It is delivered by teachers, not by Careers Wales advisers (though advisers support schools), and each school designs its own CWRE approach; there’s no separate qualification or national assessment.

Conflating the CIAG and Careers Education risks expecting careers advisers to fix issues that are rooted in curriculum design and the availability of opportunities. This is an important and often overlooked point. To put things into perspective, Careers Wales is only resourced to have 124 full-time equivalent advisers working across secondary schools and there are over 100,000 pupils making key decisions across Years 9 to 11. 

Careers Education in schools has similar resource challenges. Wales’s CWRE framework is ambitious in theory but is crowded out by other pressures. It is statutory, yet it isn’t examined, funded or meaningfully inspected. Schools are judged on GCSE and A-level results, not on how well they prepare young people for work, so CWRE is often squeezed into form periods or token enterprise weeks. 

This is not the fault of individual schools — they are acting rationally against what is measured, judged and inspected. The performance regime of schools has seen the number of GCSEs undertaken by individual pupils increase over the last 30 years. Schools must also currently deliver the Welsh Baccalaureate. That leaves even less time for exploratory learning such as work experience, enterprise challenges or careers projects. Hopefully, the introduction of Vocational Certificates of Secondary Education (VCSEs) in 2027 will be an opportunity to strengthen links between the curriculum and world of work, if implemented effectively. 

In England, the Gatsby Benchmarks give every school a clear definition of what good careers education looks like: linking subjects to real jobs, ensuring multiple encounters with employers, and tracking outcomes through destinations data. Ofsted specifically inspects the ‘personal development’ strand, which explicitly includes careers education, work-related learning and destinations data. Another key difference across the border is the apprenticeship pathway into the teaching profession — currently not available in Wales.  

Schools acting rationally 
It’s no surprise that many schools encourage pupils to stay on in Sixth Form for A-levels. They have strong financial and reputational incentives to do so — and for many young people, it’s the right choice. Reality check — all post-16 education and training providers compete for learners!

Ultimately, schools respond to what’s measured. For years, Welsh schools were judged mainly by the Level 2 inclusive measure — the share of pupils gaining five GCSEs (A*–C) including English/Welsh and maths. The Welsh Government review (2019[endnoteRef:7]) found this pushed many schools to focus narrowly on pupils at the C/D boundary. The move to the Capped 9 score and a broader ‘evaluation and improvement’ framework is progress, but the legacy remains: schools are still judged for exam passes, not for where learners go next. [7:  https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-07/interim-key-stage-4-school-performance-arrangements-measures-and-analyses.pdf] 


Although it has faced challenges with the implementation of a new curriculum, Scotland shows what happens when destinations matter. Since 2010, every Scottish school has been tracked on the proportion of pupils in a ‘positive destination’ — education, training or employment — three and nine months after leaving. This data is public, built into inspection and influences local funding decisions. Over time, the approach has pushed schools, councils and Skills Development Scotland to work together, resulting in more consistent transitions and rising youth apprenticeship participation. The lesson for Wales is simple: what gets measured gets managed. If we want schools to take apprenticeships and employability seriously, post-school outcomes need to count as much as exam results.

Funding
We can’t say we want to increase participation among a particular group (e.g. more young people into an apprenticeship) without saying either (a) how it is going to be funded or (b) who’s going to get displaced from the system.  

While there is always scope for efficiency savings and better deployment of funds, there is also a compelling case for extra investment to support an increase in the number of young people entering an apprenticeship. 
As mentioned earlier, available evidence supports the idea that stronger youth apprenticeship systems have economic and social benefits. Numerous research studies show a return on investment which significantly outweighs costs. There are also significant gains for apprentices, in terms of increased lifetime earnings. 

If the initial apprenticeship levy allocation for Wales had kept pace with the Welsh block grant, we’d have an extra £34m[endnoteRef:8] a year in the system — enough to fund apprenticeships for 10% of school leavers. [8:  The Treasury identified £138m of levy-related funding for the Welsh Government in 2019-20 (https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-government-agrees-apprenticeship-levy-funding-deal-with-devolved-administrations). The 2019-20 total revenue allocations to Welsh Main Expenditure Groups (MEGs) was £18.411b (https://senedd.wales/media/3nkirovo/final-budget-explanatory-note-english.pdf). The 2019-20 total revenue allocations to Welsh MEGs was £23.795b (https://www.gov.wales/final-budget-2025-2026). Had the £138m levy figure increased in line with the total revenue allocations it would have increased to £178m (129% increase) which is £34m greater than the 2025-26 apprenticeship budget of £144m (https://www.gov.wales/final-budget-2025-2026). ] 


Potential Solutions
So, let’s assume that we could persuade the Welsh Government (and Medr – the Commission for Tertiary Education and Research) that it would make economic sense to invest to increase the number of young apprentices, how could we make it work? 
1. Clarify ambitions: Set clear, evidence-based goals — not arbitrary targets (even though I used one earlier for illustration), but ambitions specific enough to drive action and investment. If Wales wants more young people in apprenticeships, it must decide what proportion, at what levels and over what timescale. Expansion should also go hand in hand with inclusion — ambitions should focus not only on scale, but on improving access and outcomes for under-represented groups and communities.
2. Incentivise employers:  Informed by evaluations of previous schemes, introduce well-targeted incentives — focused on SMEs recruiting 16-to-18-year-old apprentices as they leave full-time education. While the evidence on incentives is mixed, most schemes reviewed have been short-lived and implemented in isolation rather than as part of a systematic approach. Simplicity and predictability matter: employers respond best to clear, stable schemes that they can plan around. 
3. Encourage public sector: With around a quarter of all Welsh jobs in the public sector, government and public bodies have a unique opportunity to lead by example, yet currently only 13% of the 16-18-year-olds starting an apprenticeship do so with a public sector employer[endnoteRef:9]. The Welsh Government should use conditions of funding to ensure that every NHS trust, local authority and sponsored body offers structured apprenticeship opportunities for young people as part of their workforce planning. As well as creating much-needed opportunities, this would help raise the profile of apprenticeships as a high-quality career route. [9:  Unpublished data provided by Medr] 

4. Targeted awareness campaigns: Wales needs distinct, sustained campaigns — not generic marketing. Employers, parents, schools and young people all respond to different messages. Employers need clear information about the financial and practical support available (e.g. not many employers know about existing support – such as National Insurance relief for apprentices aged under 25). Schools need bite-sized training and guidance about vocational pathways. Young people and parents need to see apprenticeships as a respected, aspirational choice leading to good careers.
5. Recruitment portal: We need a modern and effective portal to match school leavers with apprenticeship opportunities — co-designed with employers and young people. Not the current Apprenticeship Vacancy Service and not something that sits on a government website. We need a simple, slick and well-publicised matching portal. 
6. School performance measures: We need to stop pressurising schools to focus narrowly on qualification attainment.  We should learn from Scotland and introduce destination data as a key measure of school performance (and of all post-16 provider performance). 
7. [bookmark: _Hlk212118803][bookmark: _Hlk212050639]Careers Education:  The new school ‘Skills Suite’ for 14–16-year-olds looks encouraging — it takes an explorative approach enabling learners to develop skills in areas that interest them, but I fear it will lack currency (like the programme it replaces — the Welsh Baccalaureate). If schools and learners are wedded to qualifications — perhaps we should develop a World of Work GCSE instead? 
8. Careers Information, Advice and Guidance (CIAG): If the above steps create more opportunities, then yes, more CIAG will of course help young people make better decisions about their futures – but we need to resource that appropriately and increase the number of advisers supporting schools.  
9. Vocational pathways into teaching: Young people are perceptive and astute. How can we credibly promote parity between vocational and academic routes when one of the most influential professions in their lives — teaching — is accessible only through university? Wales should introduce apprenticeship pathways into teaching to reflect its commitment to parity of esteem, strengthen recruitment and create clear progression routes from roles such as Higher Level Teaching Assistants (HLTAs).
Careers guidance can’t fix a system that doesn’t create enough opportunities. Until government, schools and employers work together to build real vacancies, incentives and prestige — talk of ‘more advice and guidance’ will remain meaningless. Right now, young people don’t need more guidance — they need more great apprenticeship jobs to be guided into. The Welsh Government’s Young Person’s Guarantee provides everyone between 16 and 24 in Wales with the offer of support to gain a place in education, training, or an apprenticeship, find a job, or become self-employed. Yet, Not in Education, Employment or Training (NEET) rates remain higher here than in England[endnoteRef:10] and have risen since the pandemic[endnoteRef:11] — underlining why expanding quality apprenticeship opportunities is not just desirable, but essential. [10:  https://learningandwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/LW_NEET_data_briefing_April2025.pdf]  [11:  https://www.gov.wales/young-people-not-education-employment-or-training-neet-july-2024-june-2025-html#184642 
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] 

Expanding apprenticeships means investing in opportunity — through clear ambition, sustained funding and a system that values where young people go, not just what grades they get.
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