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         Foreword

         We live in a world where for too long, and in too many countries, vocational education and training (VET) has been the poor cousin of national strategies to provide young people and adults with the knowledge and skills they need – and employers demand. That is why vocational education has often been seen as a provision fit only for ‘other people’s children’ against the gold standard of academic routes culminating in university study. But evidence from countries with high performing vocational systems tells us that they provide a very effective means of integrating learners into the labour market and for opening pathways for further learning and personal growth - and there are signs that things are changing. 

         A new wave of interest has emerged in response to rising concerns over both stubbornly high levels of youth unemployment and the unpredictability of the modern working world. Increasingly diverse and interconnected populations, rapid technological change in the workplace and in everyday life, and the instantaneous availability of vast amounts of information mean that work that can be automated or digitised can now be done by the most competitive individuals or enterprises, wherever on the globe they are located. Knowledge and skills have become the global currency of the twenty-first century, with a rising premium on those social and emotional skills that are best learnt at the workplace. So across the globe, governments are turning afresh to VET and introduced programmes aimed at enhancing its attractiveness. They aim to improve progression from VET into either skilled employment or higher level learning by harnessing the unique capacity of the workplace experience to develop skills of genuine value. 

         This new report builds upon landmark OECD studies into upper secondary VET (Learning for Jobs, 2010) and post-secondary provision (Skills beyond School, 2014) to focus attention on apprenticeships as a uniquely important form of work-based learning. Rooted in real life workplaces, apprenticeships actively engage employers to ensure the value of skills development, but more needs to be done to ensure high-quality experiences. The aim of this report is to lift the bonnet on the design of effective apprenticeship systems. Addressing fundamental questions like the duration of an apprenticeship and how much an apprentice should be paid, the report provides a framework for policy makers and practitioners working across the world. This synthesis report follows six focused studies which were generously supported by Australia, Canada, Germany, Norway, Scotland (United Kingdom), Switzerland, the United Kingdom (Department for Education, England/UKCES, UK Commission for Employment and Skills), and the United States and the European Commission. 
         

         This is an important time for vocational education. It is now widely accepted that the skills that are easiest to teach and test are also the skills that are easiest to digitise, automate and outsource. VET systems must rise to the challenge of this changing landscape if they are to remain relevant to the needs of learners and employers. This study furthers our ability to conceptualise and make sense of the changes now being encountered, enabling confident responses to emerging challenges. Looking forward, new data, including further results from the OECD’s Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) and Programme of International Student Assessment (PISA), will help countries to compare the extent to which they have succeeded in ensuring that VET emerges as an attractive opportunity for all learners.
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         Executive summary

         After a period of relative neglect in many countries, apprenticeships and other forms of work-based learning are experiencing a revival, in recognition of their effectiveness in easing school-to-work transition and serving the economy.1 The challenges, however, of engaging individuals, employers, social partners and education and training systems in such learning are significant. This synthesis report draws out policy messages on how to design and implement high-quality apprenticeships using material from the OECD project Work-based Learning in Vocational Education and Training. It draws on analytical work conducted throughout the project and policy messages set out in six published policy papers. It poses seven questions commonly asked by governments seeking to either introduce or reform apprenticeship systems for young people and/or older workers: 1) can apprenticeships provide a useful contribution in every country? 2) Should employers receive financial incentives for providing apprenticeships? 3) What is the right wage for apprentices? 4) How long should an apprenticeship last? 5) How can a good learning experience at work be ensured? 6) How apprenticeships can be made to work for youth at risk? and 7) How to attract potential apprentices? 
         

         
            Key findings
            

            Analysis of apprenticeship systems around the world shows that central to effective provision is the simple realisation that apprenticeships will only work well if they are attractive to both apprentices and employers. Getting the cost-benefit balance right for both sides is essential for effective policy. While it is tempting for governments to provide financial subsidies to employers to take on apprentices, more productive approaches focus on influencing the balance of interests built into apprenticeship design. One size does not fit all, and the balance should reflect the type of apprenticeship and learner. Apprenticeship duration and apprentice wages should respond to the differing costs and benefits incurred. Attractive apprenticeships provide young people and adult learners with the prospect of long-term skilled employment. However, prospective apprentices often poorly understand what apprenticeships can offer, and it is a challenge for careers guidance services to ensure that young people have ample opportunity to fully understand apprenticeships before key decision points. 

         

         
            Key messages 
            

            Can apprenticeships provide a useful contribution in every country?
            

            Interest in apprenticeships is growing across OECD countries. Whereas apprenticeships were once seen as a route for just a small proportion of learners in construction or the trades (such as plumbing or car maintenance), in a number of countries they have also become a route into administrative, managerial or professional employment in the public and third sectors as well as the private sector. The attractiveness of apprenticeship lies in their rare capacity to provide, with confidence, skills that are undoubtedly in demand in the labour market. At their best, apprenticeships clearly signal labour market relevance because they have been designed with employers and other social partners, and they are primarily delivered in real workplaces with real employers. High-quality apprenticeships offer a form of learning that is relevant across economies and countries. However, in order for them to flourish there must be fair competition between apprenticeships and alternative forms of education and training. No artificial incentives should undermine the relative attractiveness of apprenticeships. Equally, one size does not suit all in apprenticeship provision. It should be expected that the design features of apprenticeships (such as wage and duration) will vary by national and sectoral context to ensure that they are attractive to both employers and prospective apprentices. This variation reflects differences in the cost-benefit balance of the apprenticeship. The secret to rolling out apprenticeships is to get the balance right between the costs and benefits incurred by employers and apprentices. Tools now exist to help policy makers get this balance right.

            Should employers receive financial incentives for providing apprenticeships?
            

            The balance between costs and benefits is particularly relevant to discussions over whether employers should receive financial incentives to provide apprenticeships. There is certainly a strong case for public investment in apprenticeships – particularly where they are focused on providing young people with an educational launch pad for their working lives – but governments should be wary of universal tax breaks or subsidies aimed at employers. With the possible exception of well-designed and implemented employer-driven levy systems, governments would be better served by targeting funding at measures to increase how quickly apprentices develop skills and become fully productive. In other words, where there is employer resistance to apprenticeships, governments can intervene to tip the cost-benefit balance more in their favour. Measures such as actions to help improve the quality of in-company training and reducing administrative costs can make a difference and are especially important for smaller employers.

            How much should an apprentice be paid?
            

            The greatest cost incurred by employers is apprentice wages, and governments should take care to oversee a labour market that ensures pay is high enough to attract prospective apprentices, but low enough to reflect the fact that a significant proportion of the apprenticeship will be spent in unproductive tasks. This balance will vary between different types of apprenticeship and is best identified by sector or occupation through, for example, collective bargaining. Governments should consider setting a minimum wage to protect individuals from exploitation, and addressing additional financial barriers that might prevent apprenticeships from being attractive to older workers.

            How long should an apprenticeship last? 
            

            Apprenticeship duration should reflect both the difficulty of skills being learnt and the characteristics of the learner. When the apprentice wage is low (below the marginal productivity of the apprentice), getting duration right is important to ensuring that apprenticeships are attractive: too short and employers lose out on the cost-benefit balance, too long and apprentices will be subject to exploitation. This is why the engagement of social partners is so positive in apprenticeship design: organisations representing employers and workers can argue out the optimal length of the programme of training. Attractive apprenticeships will, moreover, respond to the higher levels of skills and experience that older workers can be expected to bring with them. Countries have developed approaches to shorten the duration of apprenticeships for these learners. Such tools, when based on robust assessments, serve to build greater equity and efficiency into apprenticeship systems.

            How to ensure a good learning experience at work? 
            

            On-the-job training is a critical element of any apprenticeship, but it cannot be taken for granted that employers will have the capacity to train well. Governments or social partners can require or encourage apprentice supervisors to undertake training themselves, and help managers to design work practices to maximise apprentice learning within productive tasks. Final apprenticeship examinations should recognise the importance of on-the-job training by going beyond tests for theoretical and technical knowledge and skills; for example, assessments should also address the fuller demands of the associated occupation, such as personal interaction or social skills. Simulations and role-playing exercises with examiners are innovative means of testing the full range of knowledge and skills required by an apprenticeship.

            How to make apprenticeships work for youth at risk? 
            

            In many countries, apprenticeships are seen as a vehicle for improving outcomes for young people who have struggled to find employment or to continue in education after the completion of compulsory schooling. International evidence suggests that apprenticeship systems can help to make school-to-work transitions easier for such youth. While many countries offer employers subsidies to take on apprentices with weak academic profiles or from disadvantaged backgrounds, there is little convincing evidence of the efficacy of such financial incentives. More effective are interventions designed to increase the speed with which a “youth at risk” apprentice can become a skilled, productive worker, and so cover the costs incurred by employers in their training. These include changes to the standard duration of an apprenticeship, preparatory programmes to help make a young person more attractive to a recruiter, or personalised support to tackle problems encountered by an apprentice whilst undertaking the apprenticeship.

            How to attract potential apprentices?
            

            If apprenticeship systems are going to be successful, apprenticeships must be attractive to a wide range of young people. Attractive apprenticeships develop the knowledge and skills that employers demand and offer a genuine gateway to skilled employment. Where the quality of apprenticeships is poor, young people will “vote with their feet” and not participate. However, students and their families often have a weak understanding of what apprenticeships actually have to offer. This is particularly the case where apprenticeships are now available across a wide range of occupations at different skills levels. Career guidance services must ensure that young people make informed decisions at the right time. Evidence from the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) database has shown how career aspirations are shaped by gender, socio-economic status and migrant background. These aspirations rarely reflect labour market demand. There is an onus on schools to take a proactive and strategic approach to careers guidance which begins young, broadens ambitions, and ensures that regular encounters with independent and well-trained career guidance professionals are the norm. Essential to effective guidance is giving young people the chance to find out for themselves, through activities such as career talks and job shadowing, what it is like to follow different occupational and learning pathways, including apprenticeships.

         

         
            

         

         
            Note

            ← 1.  Apprenticeships typically involve a structured mix of: 1) time spent at a workplace, during which apprentices develop skills and perform productive work; and 2) off-the-job training and education which is typically overseen by public authorities. In most countries, apprentices spend more than 50% of their time in the workplace. Apprenticeships lead to formal, nationally recognised qualifications.
            

         

      

   
      
         Overview: Making apprenticeships work
         

         
            Why look at apprenticeships
            

            One of the biggest challenges in developing skills for the labour market is to ensure that learning meets the needs of the workplace. One of the best ways of doing this is to make the fullest use of the workplace as a powerful learning environment, and to find effective mechanisms to link employer interest to the mix of training provision. After a period of relative neglect in many countries, apprenticeships and other forms of work-based learning are experiencing a revival, in recognition of their well-known effectiveness in easing school-to-work transition, but also increasingly because of their particular capacity to develop skills closely tied to labour market needs. Across the OECD moreover, there is a growing realisation that work-based learning is not simply relevant to manual or low-skilled occupations, but has an important role to play in responding to the emergence of new middle- and high-level skilled employment. Apprenticeships themselves are changing. Whereas once, it was suffice for an apprenticeship to develop a narrow set of technical skills, it is now necessary to cultivate broader skills, especially basic skills, to prepare resilient learners well placed to navigate the dynamic new economy. The challenges, however, of engaging individuals, social partners and education and training systems in such learning remain significant.

         

         
            Background to this report
            

            This report draws out policy messages on how to design and implement high-quality apprenticeships using material from the OECD project, Work-based Learning in Vocational Education and Training (VET) (Box 1). It draws on analytical work conducted throughout the project and policy messages set out in six published policy papers
            

            Work-based learning encompasses a range of formal and informal arrangements, including apprenticeships, informal learning on the job, internships and work placements of various types that form part of school-based vocational qualifications. Apprenticeships in particular have been in the spotlight in many OECD countries, not only in the aftermath of the Great Recession, but also following recovery. Many national and international initiatives illustrate great policy interest in the topic, such as the launch of the European Alliance for Apprenticeships and the creation of the Global Apprenticeship Network in 2013. 

            The scope of each module of the Work-based Learning in VET project was driven by policy priorities in funding countries and the availability of research evidence. This led to most modules focusing on apprenticeships, while some had a broader scope (for example looking at shorter episodes of work experience and other forms of workplace engagement as a tool for career guidance). In synthesising insights from the six modules, this report seeks to build a coherent set of policy messages that are enriched with relevant country examples of policy and innovative practice. To achieve this, the report uses a deliberately selective approach and focuses on apprenticeships, for which all six modules have yielded policy messages and country examples.

            
               
Box 1. The OECD project: Work-based Learning in Vocational Education and Training
               

               The project was launched in 2015 in response to shared country interest in identifying policy responses to the challenges associated with achieving widespread use of high-quality work-based learning in vocational programmes. 

               The project consisted of six modules, each involving in-depth analytical work on a particular topic and an international workshop. Policy insights and supporting analysis were published in six policy papers:

               
                  	
                     Striking the Right Balance: The Costs and Benefits of Apprenticeships.

                  

                  	
                     Incentives for Apprenticeship.

                  

                  	
                     Work, Train, Win: Work-based Learning Design and Management for Productivity Gains.

                  

                  	
                     Work-based Learning for Youth at Risk: Getting Employers on Board.

                  

                  	
                     Making Skills Transparent: Recognising Skills Acquired Through Work-based Learning.

                  

                  	
                     Working it Out: Career Guidance and Employer Engagement.

                  

               

               Australia, Canada, Germany, Norway, Scotland (United Kingdom), Switzerland, the United Kingdom (Department for Education, England/UKCES, UK Commission for Employment and Skills), the United States and the European Commission have provided voluntary contributions towards the work, either through sponsoring specific modules or contributing to the project as a whole.

               All policy papers are available at: www.oecd-ilibrary.org.
               

            

         

         
            How this report is organised
            

            This report offers a comparative perspective on responses in policy and practice to the challenges that arise in the design and implementation of apprenticeships. It builds on comparative knowledge of VET systems across OECD countries developed through more than 40 country studies of VET conducted since 2007. Consequently, the report situates individual countries’ apprenticeship policies and associated practices in the context of their own VET systems – with considerable variation across countries in the age and educational background of apprentices, occupations covered and pathways into and after apprenticeships. 

            This report focuses on seven essential questions that arise in the design of apprenticeship schemes and their effective implementation. The rationale for selecting these questions is to ensure an emphasis on areas where comparative analysis has greatest potential to add value. Countries signalled these areas as of high policy interest, and relevant international evidence was available through a combination of existing evidence and insights emerging from the work around the six modules of the Work-based Learning in VET project. This report is organised around the following seven questions and answers from international evidence:

            
               	
                  1. Can apprenticeships provide a useful contribution in every country?
                  

               

               	
                  2. Should employers receive financial incentives for providing apprenticeships?
                  

               

               	
                  3. What is the right wage for apprentices? 
                  

               

               	
                  4. How long should an apprenticeship last?
                  

               

               	
                  5. How to ensure a good learning experience at work?
                  

               

               	
                  6. How to make apprenticeships work for youth at risk?
                  

               

               	
                  7. How to attract potential apprentices?
                  

               

            

            
               
                  
                     
                        	
                           
Table 1. Published policy papers that feed into this report
                           

                        
                     

                  
                  
                     
                        	
                           Relevant policy papers

                        
                     

                  
                  
                     
                        	
                           Kis, V. (2016[1]), “Work, train, win: work-based learning design and management for productivity gains”, OECD Education Working Papers, No. 135, OECD Publishing, Paris, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5jlz6rbns1g1-en.
                           

                        
                     

                     
                        	
                           Kis, V. (2016[2]), “Work-based learning for youth at risk: Getting employers on board”, OECD Education Working Papers, No. 150, OECD Publishing, Paris, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5e122a91-en.
                           

                        
                     

                     
                        	
                           Kis, V. and H. Windisch (2018[3]), “Making skills transparent: Recognising vocational skills acquired through work-based learning”, OECD Education Working Papers, No.180, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/5830c400-en 
                           

                        
                     

                     
                        	
                           Kuczera, M. (2017[4]), “Striking the right balance: Costs and benefits of apprenticeship”, OECD Education Working Papers, No. 153, OECD Publishing, Paris, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/995fff01-en.
                           

                        
                     

                     
                        	
                           Kuczera, M. (2017[5]), “Incentives for apprenticeship”, OECD Education Working Papers, No. 152, OECD Publishing, Paris, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/55bb556d-en.
                           

                        
                     

                     
                        	
                           Musset, P. and L Mýtna Kureková (2018[6]), “Working it out: Career guidance and employer engagement,” OECD Education Working Papers, No. 175, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/51c9d18d-en.
                           

                        
                     

                  
               

            

         

         
            Summary of policy messages
            

            Chapter 1: Can apprenticeships provide a useful contribution in every country
            

            The challenges arising with apprenticeship implementation depend on contextual factors

            There is wide variation across countries in the use of apprenticeships. Many countries seek to promote apprenticeships to facilitate school-to-work transition or to offer opportunities for adults to re-skill and upskill. Building apprenticeships in countries where apprenticeships are uncommon, or creating new programmes in economic sectors that typically rely on other forms of training, is challenging. However, some simple principles underpin effective provision:

            
               	
                  Social partners, notably professional bodies, should be involved in the design and implementation of apprenticeship schemes. This is essential to encourage their engagement with apprenticeships and ensure that programmes are suited to their needs and employers’ capacity to provide placements. 

               

               	
                  Competition between apprenticeships and alternative learning pathways (e.g. school-based programmes, post-secondary or tertiary education) needs to be fair. 

               

               	
                  Apprenticeships are easier to implement where formal qualifications bring substantial benefits to the learner.

               

            

            The design of apprenticeship schemes can be adapted to suit different contexts

            There are many ways of organising apprenticeship schemes. The challenge is to identify an approach that works for both employers and learners. The country context matters, as do sectoral and firm characteristics, notably the size of the enterprise. The optimal design features (e.g. choices concerning wages, duration and funding) will often vary depending on these factors. 

            
               	
                  The parameters of apprenticeship schemes can be adjusted to ensure that an apprenticeship is attractive to both employers and prospective apprentices. 

               

               	
                  Analysing the costs and benefits of apprenticeships can inform the design of new schemes and the reform of existing schemes. Undertaking surveys to measure the costs and benefits of apprenticeships to employers can provide empirical evidence to inform policy making.

               

            

            Chapter 2: Should employers receive financial incentives for providing apprenticeships?
            

            Financial incentives to encourage employers to take on apprentices should be used with caution

            There is a strong argument for governments to dedicate public resources to support apprenticeships, given the role of apprenticeships in preparing individuals for a job and a career, and the wider social benefits that apprenticeships yield. Many countries face the challenge of securing enough apprenticeship placements in firms. As a result, financial incentives have been widely used to encourage employers to offer more placements. Whether the use of financial incentives is desirable depends partly on the targeted policy objective. 

            Financial incentives may be offered to reward firms that recruit apprentices, in recognition of the fact that they shoulder a burden that would otherwise be carried by the state: the task of preparing young people for a career. This rationale may underpin incentives offered to all firms that take apprentices, regardless of the impact of the incentives on the provision of apprenticeship places.

            However, international experience suggests that financial incentives should be used with caution and carefully evaluated. 

            
               	
                  Universal incentives, which give all firms that take apprentices a fixed sum, have a small impact on firms’ provision of apprenticeship places. 

               

               	
                  Targeted incentives are designed to focus resources on placements that would not be offered in the absence of incentives: they may reward firms that take apprentices with certain characteristics (e.g. disadvantaged youth, disabled people) or be available only to certain sectors or types of firms (e.g. small firms). In theory, such incentives may have more impact, but they are costlier to implement and their effectiveness will depend on how precisely the scheme is designed. When targeted incentives are used, their impact should be carefully evaluated and compared to alternative tools (e.g. supporting training capacity in firms).

               

               	
                  Employers may have an interest in setting up a levy to share the costs of training between firms when the labour market is tight and it is hard to find skilled employees on the external labour market. Employers may also face a high risk that other firms will poach their fully trained apprentices. Money collected through a levy may then be used to offer incentives to employers taking on apprentices.

               

            

             

            To encourage employers, governments should aim to improve the apprenticeship cost-benefit balance through system design, support and capacity building

            Attention should focus on non-financial incentives that improve the cost-benefit balance to employers, such as readjusting the design of apprenticeship schemes and enhancing training capacity in companies. Governments and social partners can support smaller employers by: 

            
               	
                  Encouraging employers to find ways to share the responsibilities and risks associated with the provision of apprenticeships.

               

               	
                  Promoting bodies that work with groups of small employers to co-ordinate training. 

               

               	
                  Supporting small employers with the administration and provision of apprenticeships.

               

            

            International evidence offers limited support for the use of financial incentives, but there are many other ways of making apprenticeships appealing to employers. Design features of apprenticeship schemes can be adjusted so that they work better for employers (as set...
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