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Introduction 

 

It’s a paradox that when we become employed we recognise that most of the learning 

we do is ‘on the job’ whereas before we become employed we think of learning as 

classroom based, academic provision that leads to qualifications.  Also the learning 

system could do better to link learning and the world of work – this is clear from the PwC 

report1 on youth employment (updated very recently).  This report includes a range of 

indicators about the connections between young people and the labour market and 

makes the point that the employment, or lack of it, for young people has particular 

implications for economic growth. While the UK has relatively high rates of part-time work 

for 15-24 year olds, it has the highest youth unemployment rate relative to the 

unemployment rate of older workers, suggesting that younger workers have fared 

relatively poorly during the economic downturn. Indeed the Scottish Government’s youth 

employment strategy – Developing the Young Workforce – recognises that some real 

change is needed if learning in Scotland is to deliver better employment outcomes for 

young people. 

 

Other countries do this better; there isn’t such a disparity between academic and 

vocational learning and there is a real recognition of the value of a work-based 

approach for learning.  In countries like Germany and Switzerland for example, a strong 

and well-functioning work-based learning pathway sits alongside the academic route. 

 

Background 
 

Some of the principles for work-based learning just reflect what is good learning practice 

– prior learning recognised to the maximum, transferability of outcomes across 

employers, actual experience (of learning through work) fully integrated into the delivery 

and assessment of learning and quality assurance systems that involve all partners.  But 

of course the key characteristic of work-based learning is that you cannot distinguish 

between learning and working. 

 

In Scotland work-based learning is associated most clearly with the Modern 

Apprenticeship programme.  Employers making use of this programme deliver 26,000+ 

apprenticeships each year that provide them with the skills they need and young people 

with knowledge, capability and skills that they value.  The figures speak for themselves, 
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with 91% of Modern Apprentices who completed their apprenticeship still being in work 

around six months later2, while 96% of employers say employees who have undertaken a 

Modern Apprenticeship are more able to do their job and praise MAs for improving 

productivity, staff morale and service and product quality3. 

 

The Modern Apprenticeship programme is a good programme, it delivers what it sets out 

to do and many people over the years have benefitted from it.  So why don’t we do 

more apprenticeship type learning in Scotland?  What is stopping us from enlivening 

learning more generally by making it more connected to the world of work? 

 

Well, for a start in Scotland we encourage young people to think of university, before all 

else, to set themselves up for a ‘career’.  The number of people who go on to higher 

education is often considered a hallmark of a successful, competitive economy.  The key 

influencers for young people (parents and teachers) mainly advise young people to go 

to university and alternatives are often not discussed with vocational education and 

training often cast as a route for young people who aren’t achieving in the academic 

path.  However, young people report that work experience is an important influencer for 

them in their learning4 so why not make this type of learning experience more 

accessible? 

 

Currently Scotland funds almost 103,000 students to study their first degree at university5, 

nearly 3 times more than Modern Apprentices in training6.  Yet employers report skills 

gaps and shortages and a lack of work-readiness7.  However, less than 4% of private 

sector enterprises operating in Scotland employ apprentices8.  Also, it would seem that 

those who are influencing young people in the choices that they make do so from the 

perspective of social stereotypes associated with work.  For instance, this is reflected in 

the take up of apprenticeships by different groups; there are real gender divides in 

relation to MA Frameworks and there is under-representation of black and minority 

ethnic groups in apprenticeships9. 

 

A society and economy that values work-based learning 

 

This is a good time to shake ourselves out of the lethargy of our current learning system.  

For sure we are teaching our young people and teaching them useful things but we 

have positioned work-based learning as marginal, less valuable and a less credible way 

of acquiring knowledge.  That needs to change. The work that Dr Anthony Mann has 

been doing through the Education & Employers charity demonstrates that when you do 

begin to make changes, even small changes to learning then it can have significant 

effects for young people.  He has demonstrated that regular contact between young 
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people at school and employers has real benefit on the learning and outcomes for 

young people10.  

 

We need to be smarter about how we expect young people to acquire not just the 

knowledge but also the skills and capability that they will need for their working lives.  

There needs to be some change, otherwise we will continue to persist with the status 

quo.  We need to find ways to help employers be more active within learning right from 

primary school all the way through to Masters level.  Their involvement will make learning 

more coherent for young people as they experience how the knowledge and skills that 

they learn are used in the workplace.  Neither can we afford for learning that is more 

work-based to be episodic and disjointed, so that young people can’t see a path from 

their learning to work.  It is clear that young people will learn better when we make their 

learning journey more of a clear pathway to work within which they are encouraged to 

explore possibilities and expand opportunities rather than narrow perspectives.  Learning 

pathways should not be just some theoretical construct for those who are involved in the 

learning system.  They have to be real, tangible, coherent approaches that require all 

stakeholders to change their approach based on the perspective of the learner and 

their employment outcomes. 

 

Helping employers to be more active within learning is also going to require a different 

approach.  A different approach to the curriculum for one thing.  Curriculum for 

Excellence, being based on outcomes for the learner, is not necessarily focused on an 

academic approach to learning.  However, we haven’t encouraged work-based 

learning in any serious way to be part of the delivery of the curriculum to young people.  

For sure there are pockets of good practice where local employers have deep and 

active engagement in schools, colleges and universities, but it is not systematic and 

clearly hasn’t become accepted by society as a valued approach to learning. 

Employers aren’t opposed to getting involved in learning, it’s just they haven’t been 

encouraged or the benefits to them from doing so made clear, or the route to being 

involved made easy and simple.  Nor have we developed an appropriate pedagogy 

that values the expertise of those in work or makes use of working experiences to deliver 

knowledge and develop skills.  Changing pedagogy also means upskilling all those 

involved in the delivery of learning so that they can appreciate and be confident in their 

ability to use work-based learning experiences to enhance learning. 

 

Wouldn’t it be great if all the talent and ability that exists within businesses and drives 

economic growth was also put to use to improve learning and learning outcomes so that 

young people are more ready to be productive workers right from the start of their 

working lives? Could it be that enabling businesses to be more active in learning might 

also be a substantial tool to drive economic growth and productivity? 

 

Work-based learning is not just a marginal approach to learning that is for the few; its 

value lies in providing the opportunity for young people to learn in ways that are better 

suited for the outcome of their learning which is a ‘good’ job.  And by ‘good’, that 

means jobs that use the abilities and skills of the individual, where you can use your 
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initiative to expand what you are there to do, where there are prospects and 

opportunities for increasing skills, capabilities and responsibilities. 

   

 

Key questions 
 

 

• What needs to be done to help employers take a more active role in learning?  

Or, simply, how do you get more employers involved in apprenticeships and 

school/college or university-based learning? 

 

• How do we create a compelling narrative for work-based learning that changes 

the ways in which parents, teachers, employers and even young people think 

about learning ? 

 

• How do we build capability and capacity for work-based learning for teachers, 

lecturers, those in work, those who are making decisions about learning 

provision? 

 

• What changes in resourcing and priorities for learning need to be made if 

Scotland is to have a learning system that is more work-based? 

 

• How do we create excitement and passion for work-based learning in 

Scotland? 
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