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'T-levels': potential to improve technical education and UK productivity 

T-levels are new technical qualifications – an alternative to A-levels for 16-19 year olds – comprising 900 

programme hours each year, including a three-month placement. They will be most beneficial where 

employers fully support the work experience and use it to nurture employability skills, as a talent-spotting 

opportunity, or where the working environment is not too dissimilar to a classroom environment. 

 

This article explains how T-Levels can result in long-term skilled employment, while meeting the needs of the 

rapidly changing UK economy. And why employers need to commit to the programme to ensure the relevant 

skills are included in T-levels, making them fit for purpose. 

Leading role for The 5% Club members 

Following the initial Budget announcement in 2017, the first T-levels will be introduced in September 2020, 

with the full breadth available from 2022. The aim is to improve technical education, close the technical skills 

gap and improve UK productivity. To attain those goals, it is imperative that industry experts (alongside 

education professionals) set the standards for knowledge and skills, and assessment methods for each 

qualification.  

Committed involvement in T-Levels’ development can ensure qualifications deliver the skills required in 

specific vocational areas. Employers must make sure their voice is heard, and clearly articulate the 

current/future knowledge and skill standards needed by companies and industry.  

In addition, employers must participate in training the next generation of employees by offering work 

placements alongside apprenticeships, together with raising parent and student awareness of technical-based 

alternatives to university. 

Urgent Need for Recognition  

Work placements alongside apprenticeships provide an opportunity to influence and lead the next generation 

of employees, yet schools and colleges struggle to find sufficient employers offering significant work 

experience. Employers are equally desperate for intelligent young people who possess technical skills. 

The root problem is two-fold: the lack of students interested in STEM careers and parents favouring the 

university route. The critically important influence of parents on their child’s transitional progression decision is 

well documented; informing parents of alternative possible routes will be especially important if students do 

not receive impartial guidance in schools. 

Indeed, while Government will drive to instil confidence in the quality promise of T-levels, there is an urgent 

need for schools to recognise new T-levels as a viable alternative to A levels/BTECs. The education of 

teachers in the role of T-levels is essential, as they also influence students in their ultimate post-16 destination 

decisions.  

However, the provision of impartial careers education, information, advice and guidance differs greatly from 

school to school, with many eager to encourage capable Y11 students to progress to 6th form. Therefore, 
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access to impartial guidance is critical for young people to be aware of opportunities outside school, and make 

informed decisions. 

Education In Real-Life Action 

Through T-levels, students who choose the new technical (rather than academic) pathway will embark on one 

of the 15 technical education routes rather than the current 15,000. They can then progress to higher technical 

education, a higher apprenticeship, a degree apprenticeship, or university. It is important to note that while T-

levels will be a qualification with a work experience element, it is will not be classed as an apprenticeship, 

which means participants will not be part of the earn-and learn-agenda and will not be paid. Students studying 

higher levels will be eligible for student loans.  

There will be an element of employer-based training, which is closer to the more successful technical 

education systems in Europe. Employers will be called upon to offer substantial periods of work experience. 

Recognising that employers need all young people to have a combination of academic knowledge, technical 

skills and work experience, there will be a single set of exit requirements of minimum standards in Maths and 

English for both college and work-based provision. Each college student will be required to complete a high-

quality, structured work placement, and complete a logbook to demonstrate what tasks they have undertaken 

and what they have learned. 

Stakeholders’ Initial Reaction 

 Marcus Fagent, from design and consultancy firm Arcadis, said significant capital investment would 

be needed because further education colleges had reduced spare space because of a shortage of 

funding. “Schools have received no funding for space other than that needed to deliver the academic 

curriculum in recent years, as capital spending has been driven down by efficient space models and 

standardised design and specification,” he commented. “By comparison in the Netherlands, where 

there is a better technical training provision, every secondary school is built with an additional 650 

square metres of non-academic training space; an investment of more than £1.5m per school.” 

 Accenture’s Emma McGuigan said the new measures would only be successful if sufficient numbers 

of young people chose to take up technical education: “Currently, a significant proportion of young 

people, especially girls, are put off STEM subjects because they are unclear about what careers they 

support, while the perception that these subjects are just for boys persists.” 

 Andreas Schleicher, Director for Education and Skills at the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development, said: “Modernising apprenticeships has been on the policy agenda for some time 

already, but now the UK has a promising plan to advance technical education from a last resort to a 

first choice. Bringing training in line with the needs of the economy will be key to drive up productivity 

and prosperity.” 

 Kirstie Donnelly, managing director of City & Guilds, commented: “There is clearly still detail to be 

worked through, but my hope is that for the first time this plan will enable high-quality technical 

pathways through to employment, apprenticeships and higher education, and make it much easier for 

young people to see their end destination and plot how to get there.” 

Summary 

Employers have a significant opportunity to influence uptake of T-levels, and affect the country’s current and 

long-term productivity, thereby future-proofing economic prospects.  
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While T-levels will help 6th form colleges attract students and provide a low-risk option for students to gain 

technical skills, the schools trying to keep their funding via student retention may not be enthusiastic about the 

programme and fail to inform students of all the choices. 

Employers can actively engage in outreach activities, sharing resources and best practice on skills training to 

ensure parents understand the value to their child’s future of promoting alternative technical-skill routes rather 

than university.  

Industry needs to be ‘switched on’ to T-levels, and ensure the qualifications deliver the skills they require in 

their specific vocational areas, and offer both work-experience and apprenticeship opportunities.  

By playing a leading role in T-level development and promotion, employers can positively affect behaviours 

required for skilled employment, and create opportunities for long-term skilled employment that will meet the 

current and future needs of the UK economy. 
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