
FACTSHEET APPRENTICESHIPS CAMPAIGN

‘Better Apprenticeships’ reveals that disadvantaged young people are substantially 
less likely than their better off peers to take up the best apprenticeships, and for 
those who do choose an apprenticeship, they are likely to be working in a low quality 
setting with little career progression.

To harness apprenticeships as a driver of social mobility, the Sutton Trust is calling 
on the government to focus on creating better apprenticeships, accessible to all: 

1. The Institute for Apprenticeships and the apprenticeship levy should 
have a widening access function to ensure access to advanced and higher 
apprenticeships for those from less advantaged backgrounds.

2. There should be a stronger drive from the government to support and encourage 
young people to take them up. Careers advice should more strongly take into 
account the benefits of apprenticeships as a route to career and educational 
progression. Gender segregation should also be tackled through better careers 
advice.

To maximise their impact, all apprenticeships should be of high quality, with 
seamless career progression and there should be a focus on creating more higher and 
degree level apprenticeships to offer suitable alternatives for those who do not wish 
to go to university.

 » Apprenticeships at Level 5 or above have higher earning potential than many 
undergraduate degrees.

 » Disadvantaged young people are less likely to take up the best 
apprenticeships, with disadvantaged men half as likely to take up an 
advanced apprenticeship as their better off peers. 

 » The government is committed to creating 3 million apprenticeships by 2020, 
but 40% of these are for adults.

 » There is a sharp gender divide in overall earnings for apprentices. The overall 
earnings difference for those with apprenticeships is almost four times larger 
for men than for women.

 » 56% of parents say they are likely to encourage their children to consider 
a university degree, while only 40% would encourage them to consider an 
apprenticeship.
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Better Levels:

Only 40% of young apprentices are on a level 3 apprenticeship route (A-level 
standard) in England, compared to 90% in Germany.

 » There should be more advanced and higher apprenticeships, including degree 
level apprenticeships, targeted at younger age groups, to give young people a 
platform for progression to higher level learning and careers including through 
university. 

Better Progression:

Just 1 in 4 young apprentices progress from a level 2 apprenticeship to level 3 (the 
equivalent of GCSE to A-level).

 » Progression for those beginning on lower level apprenticeships should be 
seamless and automatic. Level 2 and 3 apprentices should not hit arbitrary glass 
ceilings and have similar chances as their A-level or graduate peers to access 
the next level, including higher and degree apprenticeships.

Better Quality:

Too many apprenticeships in England are failing to provide sufficient training and 
access to skilled work. Encouraged by the apprenticeship levy, the focus remains 
on boosting numbers rather than improving quality. 2 out of 3 apprenticeships are 
estimated to be merely ‘converting’ existing employees, rather than focusing on 
expanding expertise for young people.

 » Apprenticeships should all be of good quality, offering in-programme formative 
assessment and feedback, and combining workplace training and off-site 
learning. Apprentices should develop a substantial amount of new occupational 
expertise beyond the confines of a narrow job role.

 » The inspection process should enable judgements about quality and ensure that 
existing employees (‘conversions’) are developing new skills and occupational 
expertise. Ofsted’s remit should focus more explicitly on content, training quality 
and progression. The apprenticeship levy should be used to provide real training 
and not the accreditation of existing skills.

 » Restrictions on intermediate and advanced apprenticeships offering 
qualifications should be lifted. Any young person completing such 
apprenticeships should gain the credentials to progress to a higher level.

 » Government should ensure adequate funding for apprenticeships in non-
levy paying employers. Adequate funding, across sectors, is essential for 
safeguarding quality and ensuring a valuable experience for apprentices.
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