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Why choose a UTC?
Tucked away on the official government website[1] is an answer to a very important
question: ‘What is the purpose of education?’
Their answer is:
“We all have a responsibility to educate the next generation of informed citizens,
introducing them to the best that has been thought and said, and instilling in them
a love of knowledge and culture for their own sake. But education is also about the
practical business of ensuring that young people receive the preparation they need to
secure a good job and a fulfilling career, and have the resilience and moral character to
overcome challenges and succeed.”

“UTCs also develop the ‘softer’ skills which are vital
for all successful careers: agile thinking, problem
solving, teamwork and leadership. Through projectbased learning, working closely with employers and
universities on ‘real world’ challenges, UTC students not
only develop these skills, but also learn to appreciate
the relevance of their academic coursework.”

We agree wholeheartedly with this statement, especially the need to provide young
people with a relevant education to prepare them for a fast changing world. This is why
we established University Technical Colleges (“UTCs”), government funded specialist
STEM schools, ten years ago.
A UTC is more than just a school. Alongside a grounding in the important core subjects of
English, maths, and sciences, our students achieve sought-after technical qualifications
in areas such as digital, engineering, and health. UTCs also develop the ‘softer’ skills
which are vital for all successful careers: agile thinking, problem solving, teamwork
and leadership. Through project-based learning, working closely with employers and
universities on ‘real world’ challenges, UTC students not only develop these skills, but
also learn to appreciate the relevance of their academic coursework.
Because UTCs offer a profound level of employer and university engagement, it’s no
surprise that our students are able to make informed choices about their career paths
when they finish with us. This also means they are in high demand by employers and
universities alike, who value our students’ mix of technical skills and personal attributes.
Last year, ¾ of UTC leavers who went to university, chose a STEM course, compared with
45% nationally. At the same time, over ½ of UTC leavers who started an apprenticeship,
did so at a higher or degree level. This is five times the national average!
Today, there are 48 UTCs across England, in newly-built facilities and offering industry
standard equipment which is second-to-none. We are very proud that just under 15,000
students, aged between 13 and 18, currently benefit from this modern and relevant
approach to education. Employer and university partners have also enthusiastically
embraced our schools: 400 organisations, large and small, support one or more UTCs.
To help students and parents make informed decisions about education, we’ve put
together a list of the 12 key differentiators between UTCs and other schools and colleges.
What follows is a series of blogs looking into each one in more detail.
At the time of writing, Covid-19 is dominating our thoughts.. As well as a health crisis
the coronavirus pandemic is having a profound effect on the global economy. Many
businesses will undoubtably suffer beyond repair, but others will emerge and enjoy
renewed structural growth. However, amongst all the uncertainty, one thing is clear. For
all organisations, in their search for talented staff, the combination of relevant technical
skills and work-ready personal attributes, taught to all UTC students, has never been
more desirable. That is, and remains, the purpose of a UTC education.
[1] https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-purpose-of-education

A UTC education opens doors into
the world of work. Our students stand
out from the crowd because we work
closely with employers.
What are employers looking for when recruiting young people into their companies?
There are plenty of surveys, reports and opinions available on this topic, but the answer
is almost always the same: while academic knowledge and technical skills are important
to get through the initial application process, personal attributes and transferrable skills
matter more in the final decision.
Character and ‘work ready’ attitudes such as a positive approach to a role, punctuality,
professional communication skills, and resilience are high priorities for all employers.
However, they are not as common as you might think. A recent survey by Pearson, the
education company, found that two in five employers were dissatisfied by the attitude of
their interviewees.
Equally important to employers are transferrable skills such as problem-solving,
teamworking, leadership, the ability to think creatively, and analytical thinking. These
matter in almost all jobs; 90% of employers ranked them as a high, or very high, priority
in the interview process, in a comprehensive survey by Nesta, the innovation foundation,
last year.

“Our students see first-hand what employers need,
and understand better the requirements of the various
careers within these organisations. This, in turn, serves
to cultivate the attitudes and aptitudes necessary for
UTC students to succeed in their careers.”
Sadly, despite their importance to employers, our education system places little
emphasis on nurturing and enhancing these attitudes and transferrable skills. This is
why we started University Technical Colleges (UTCs) ten years ago: we kept hearing from
employers all over the country that the education system wasn’t giving them what they
needed from their young talent.
Through project-based learning, student mentoring, work experience, and helping to
shape the technical aspects of the curriculum, employers play a very active role in all
UTCs. As a result, our students see first-hand what employers need, and understand

better the requirements of the various careers within these organisations. This, in turn,
serves to cultivate the attitudes and aptitudes necessary for UTC students to succeed
in their careers.
And our students literally stand out to employers. The opportunities they get from
placements and working alongside our partner businesses means they’re well ahead
of the queue when it comes to jobs and apprenticeships. Employers know their names.
They know they’re work ready.
UTCs also have a longer school day than most schools; our students wear business
attire; and by starting at age 14, UTC students study in a more ‘adult’ environment. This
further prepares them for the world of work.
It is therefore no surprise that employers value UTC students. The feedback from a
Managing Director of Siemens, Europe’s largest manufacturing company, echoes what
we hear from many UTC employer partners:
“Today’s employer is looking for tomorrow’s innovation: our UTC provides an excellent
opportunity for students to be prepared for that challenge, so that they can join employers
such as Siemens as skilled technicians or as university graduates with a more informed
understanding of business and industry in the vital fields of science and engineering.”
Across the UTC programme of 48 schools, the preparation young people receive for the
world of work is reflected in the outstanding destinations of our student leavers. Last
year, about one quarter of UTC leavers started an apprenticeship, more than twice the
national average. More importantly, over half of our students who started apprenticeships
did so at a higher or degree level, which is five times the national average! That really is
standing out from the crowd.

UTCs are more than just a school.
Alongside a strong grounding
in English, Maths and Science,
students achieve sought-after
qualifications in areas like digital
and engineering.

A regular comment heard during the current pandemic is “how quickly the world has
changed in a short period of time”. In education, the move to home-schooling, the
government’s creation of a new online academy in just a month, and the reinvention
of GCSE and A Level assessments are good examples. Necessity really is the mother of
invention.
This is all the more impressive as change doesn’t come naturally to our education
system. Indeed, the first national secondary school curriculum, introduced over one
hundred years ago, looks almost exactly the same as the ‘Ebacc’, the government’s
target curriculum requirements today: maths, English, sciences, a foreign language, and
a humanity.
Whilst virtually no one would argue that English, maths and sciences aren’t core to any
curriculum, the absence of any formal requirement to take a creative or technical subject
seems at odds with what is increasingly relevant to most careers today. Furthermore,
it is well documented that a purely academic curriculum increases the risk that young
people become disengaged in their studies.
We created a national family of UTCs to address this concern. Like all other governmentfunded schools, UTCs prioritise and ensure a strong grounding in English, maths and
sciences for our students by requiring GCSE and A Level courses. However, in addition
UTC students achieve highly regarded qualifications in vital technical and creative
subjects such as digital, engineering, health and media. To accommodate this, and to
prepare young people for the world of work, UTCs run a longer school day, often finishing
after 4pm. Of course, by having more hours in the school day, there is also time to study
for GCSEs in other subjects such as history, geography, or a foreign language.
The choice of technical subjects and qualifications depends on each UTC’s employer
partners. Typically, UTCs have two specialisms aligned to the skills requirements of local
companies; these companies work with UTCs to ensure that the curriculum offered
is relevant, engaging, and meets their needs. Employer support doesn’t end with
curriculum development: UTC employer partners provide mentoring to students, offer
work experience, and bring real-life industry challenges of their own into the UTC for
students to help to solve.
We ask a lot of the 400+ employer partners across the UTC programme, but in return
they get to know and ultimately hire these talented professionals of the future through
their on-going relationships with our students, who therefore have the qualifications
these employers need.
Change in education requires careful consideration, as young people only get one
chance at the high quality experience they deserve. However, as we have learned during
the current crisis, change is often necessary and, whilst not without its challenges, is
often easier to achieve than expected, especially if it is the right thing to do. By changing
an outdated purely academic curriculum to a relevant blend of academic and technical
subjects, UTCs are leading by example, and our students are seeing the benefits. Others
should follow suit.

The digital revolution has already
changed the skills we need. A
UTC education futureproofs young
people’s careers by focusing
on active learning; technical
entrepreneurial skills; and personal
and collaborative skills.
Careers of the future will involve agile thinking and problem-solving, but
the skills prioritised by many schools are increasingly done by computers.
That’s where UTCs are different.

“An education which truly prepares young people for
the future must also nurture and develop non-learning
thinking skills such as creativity, entrepreneurial
characteristics, active rather than passive learning, and
leadership and collaboration.”

The digital revolution has already changed the skills that young people need to be
successful in the world of work, and this trend is set to continue at an extraordinary
pace. Arguably the most comprehensive study on how this could impact the job’s market
found that 30% of all employees could be replaced by automation by 2030, depending
on the speed of adoption. The Covid-19 pandemic will undoubtably accelerate the trend
towards automation, particularly where it keeps workers and consumers safer.
Of course, jobs and automation are not mutually exclusive. This is not all bad news!
But it does mean that employers will place greater value on those characteristics and
aptitudes, particularly ‘non-linear’ thinking skills, which are simply harder to replace with
computers and robots.
Unfortunately for many young people, our school system today prioritises just the
opposite: linear thinking skills. These are analytical, methodical, and process-driven
ways of working. They have a start and an end. Linear thinkers use the wealth of
information they have assimilated and apply this to problem solving. Indeed, our
examination system, the very measure of student achievement, is perfectly designed
for linear thinkers. Ironically, those very skills which might help to achieve the highest
grades at GCSEs and A Levels are precisely those which are most easily replaced by
computers. Is this really what we should desire in our schools?
An education which truly prepares young people for the future must also nurture and
develop non-learning thinking skills such as creativity, entrepreneurial characteristics,
active rather than passive learning, and leadership and collaboration. In other words,
while knowledge is as necessary as ever, it is no longer enough. Abstract information
and reasoning need to be linked to the ‘real world’ through practical applications.
This is precisely the approach of University Technical Colleges (“UTCs”). Through their
association with employers and universities, project-based learning, and a focus on
technical subjects, UTCs bridge the gap between the world of education and the world of
work. By placing equal emphasis on both linear and non-linear skills, UTCs ‘futureproof’
young peoples’ careers.
Today, there are 48 UTCs across England educating just under 15,000 students, aged
between 13 and 18. This unique and relevant approach to education has the support of
over 400 employer and university partners, who see the true value of non-linear, as well
as linear, skills as they look into the future of their organisations.
Technology is changing the way everyone works. The current coronavirus pandemic will
only accelerate this. Our education system must keep pace with this change, or the job
prospects for many young people will be dire. One beacon of hope in the current crisis
is that we have seen that radical change across all facets of society is possible, despite
significant challenges. Where there is a will, there is a way. We need to take this on
board and be bold with our school system, and UTCs are leading the way by providing an
education fit for the 21st Century.

We work closely with employers and
universities, so that young people
can make an informed choice about
their career path after they finish
school.
For some students, the prospect of their time at school finishing can’t come soon enough;
for others, it is filled with anxiety over choosing the right next step. How do learners get
the best advice about what to do when their time at school comes to an end?

“There is no substitute for learning from the real
practitioners.”

Of course, providing young people with structured and relevant careers guidance is, quite
rightly, a legal requirement for all schools. As well as offering a comprehensive careers
programme with high quality information about future study and job options, it is vital
that all young people have sufficient opportunities to meet prospective employers; to
experience the workplace; and to have access to further and higher education providers.
There is no substitute for learning from the real practitioners.
This is especially important at the current time: while headline school leaver destinations
at age 18 into university, work, etc. are broadly unchanged in percentage terms over the
past decade, university course and career path preferences have changed materially.
For example, degrees in history, modern languages, and education have seen big
declines, while those in biological and other sciences have witnessed large increases.
At the same time, degree apprenticeships are on the rise, as are careers where strong
digital qualifications and creative skills are required.
The dynamic nature of school leaver preferences is one of the many reasons why
employers and universities are an integral part of UTCs. Employers themselves engage
students through project-based learning; this brings real-life workplace challenges
into the classroom as part of the curriculum. They also offer mentoring and provide
work experience to UTC students. Equally importantly, the profound and regular level of
employer engagement provided by a broad range of companies ensures that student
understanding of possible career paths, and the qualifications required, remains upto-date. The same is also true of teachers! Of course, by spending a significant amount
of time with different employers, UTC students gain an appreciation of a wide variety of
jobs, as well as the poise to interact with adults, many of whom are senior professionals
at the organisations they represent.
University engagement works in a similar way, often with departments collaborating
with UTCs on aspects of research to aid student understanding of, and confidence
in, experimental science. This provides an important introduction to the approach to
learning which is expected of all students in higher education.
As Tiffany, a UTC alumna from Oxfordshire, says: “The whole UTC is set up in a very workbased way; we wore formal dress, worked working hours and learnt how to communicate
with employers, focusing on tasks and projects set by them. It got me ready for where
I wanted to go. I applied for work experience with Williams and was accepted. After 3
months there, I got my ‘foot in the door’, building good relationships. At the end of my
work experience, my head teacher got in touch with Williams, who offered me a four-year
apprenticeship.”
Tiffany’s experience is typical of that of many UTCs students. Through close collaboration
with employer and university partners, our leavers are very often at the ‘front of the
queue’ for a popular university course, or for a competitive apprenticeship place.

UTC facilities are second to none.
They’re newly-built, offering
industry-standard equipment. And
our industry partners make sure the
curriculum fulfils what employers
want, with expertise that’s right up
to date.
In our most recent survey of UTC students across the programme, the standard of
facilities, both buildings and equipment, ranked as outstanding. This is unsurprising:
all UTCs are newly-built schools costing around £10m, with each receiving upwards of
£600,000 on opening to purchase the specialist equipment necessary to deliver a
contemporary technical curriculum. However, it takes more than just money to create the
right environment for young learners to thrive at their UTC.

“The evidence indicates that project-based learning
and employer input, where delivered in a high-quality
embedded way, deliver wide-ranging impacts for students,
including work-readiness, enhanced emotional skills, highlevel technical skills, and qualifications/awards.”

To ensure that the buildings and equipment meet with the requirements of industry,
employers and universities, the driving forces behind the UTC movement, have been
involved from the outset to create the right design and ‘feel’, and seeking to replicate
the work environment. In addition, studies have shown that good school design has a
positive impact on educational outcomes, as well as on staff productivity and well-being.
This latter point is particularly important for UTCs. To mirror the workplace, the UTC day
is longer than a normal school day; there are also additional demands on UTC staffs’
time, compared with that of mainstream teachers, such as student recruitment and
employer engagement.
Of course, having state-of-the-art technical equipment is really just the starting point.
There are 3 more important components to delivering the relevant curriculum which
maximises the value of the UTC’s facilities:
1.

It is vital to have the right expertise to be able to operate and maintain the equipment
to the highest standards, and to supervise student use in an effective and safe
manner. All UTCs employ highly-trained and passionate technicians to achieve this
aim.

2.

While a UTC’s hardware equipment has a relatively long ‘shelf life’, the associated
software requires more frequent updates to keep pace with what is used in industry.
Introducing and configuring the right packages, in consultation with employers, is
an on-going activity for UTC staff.

3.

Linking equipment and software use to the demands of the technical curriculum,
in a relevant and engaging way, requires skill, hard work and creativity on the part
of all UTC staff. This is very often achieved through close collaboration between
employers and teachers to design real-world projects undertaken by groups of
students over a period of weeks. Each project has a direct connection with the world
of work and leads to a tangible outcome such as a design, product or presentation
– and often all three.

When these factors come together, the result is very powerful. Research by the National
Foundation for Educational Research about UTCs found that “The evidence indicates
that project-based learning and employer input, where delivered in a high-quality
embedded way, deliver wide-ranging impacts for students, including work-readiness,
enhanced emotional skills, high-level technical skills, and qualifications/awards.”
So, while the modern, business-like school buildings and industry-standard equipment,
costing over £650m for the entire UTC programme, understandably grab the attention,
it is the collaboration between UTC staff and employers to maximise these impressive
facilities, which has a life-long, positive impact on students.

UTCs help to fill huge national skills
shortages in digital, engineering,
health and creative jobs.
The national skills shortage is often cited as a problem, but what does this really
mean for students today? To answer this question, the Industrial Strategy Council, an
advisory group comprising representatives of leading businesses, recently identified the
qualifications, knowledge and workplace skills which are likely to face a mismatch in
supply/ demand by 2030 as a result of the changing nature of work. They found that
in just ten years, one in every five workers in the UK could be under-skilled for their job
requirements. In particular, digital skills and STEM competences were highlighted as
amongst the biggest gaps.

“Young people’s career aspirations increasingly bear little
relation to actual labour market demand. Aspirations are
influenced by background, families and knowledge about the
world of work. Students cannot be what they cannot see.”
Students in full time studies today will make up 20% of the workforce in 2030. Therefore,
it is absolutely vital that their education equips them with the right aptitudes and skills
to address this large and widening gap. It is equally important that they receive the right
advice and guidance to marry their career ambitions with the realities of the future jobs
market. As the OECD’s Head of Education and Skills recently said: “Young people’s
career aspirations increasingly bear little relation to actual labour market demand.
Aspirations are influenced by background, families and knowledge about the world of
work. Students cannot be what they cannot see.”

UTCs only exist because employers across a variety of industries (from digital to health,
from engineering to creative media) recognised that the widening technical skills gaps
in their businesses were not being met by the current education system. They could see
that the world of work is changing, in terms of both the types of new job roles needed in
the future, especially as a consequence of the digital age, and the skills required to fill
them. At the same time, automation and artificial intelligence are eliminating a range
of traditional jobs, as well as the requirement for certain capabilities, such as acquiring
substantial amounts of knowledge in rote-based fashion and thinking in a step-by-step
linear, or purely logical manner. Unfortunately, these actions are precisely those which
computers are able to perform much more quickly and more reliably than humans, but
which the school system, in general, prioritises.
Therefore, an education which truly prepares young people for the future needs to focus
far more on active (as opposed to passive) learning, on technical skills (especially related
to STEM subjects), and on personal and collaborative attributes. In other words, while
knowledge is as necessary as ever, it is no longer enough. Knowledge also needs to be
connected with the real world through practical applications. UTCs, through profound
employer engagement in the design of the school curriculum and in the delivery of
activities such as project-based learning, ensure that this happens. At the same time,
employer mentoring and work experience enable our students to connect their career
aspirations to the rapidly changing requirements of the workplace, equally vital if our
country is to close the predicted skills gaps. By doing this, UTCs really do provide an
education today for the jobs of tomorrow.

It’s difficult to study STEM,
like design and engineering, in
mainstream schools. UTCs excel in
providing technical education.
In June, whilst teachers across England were busily providing the grades and rankings
for all GCSE and A Level students, the exams’ regulator helpfully released a summary of
the total number of entries this summer. The conclusions which can be drawn from this
summary make very interesting reading, for two main reasons.

Firstly, a clear contrast appears to be emerging between government policy and student
choice. It is well-known that government policy has pushed many secondary schools
towards delivering subjects which meet the Ebacc accountability measure. The Ebacc
includes the requirement for all GCSE students to take either geography or history. As
a consequence, over the past four years, exam entries in these subjects have risen by
mid-teen percentages; they are now the most popular subjects after maths, English and
combined science.
However, at A Level, for which there is no equivalent EBacc requirement and students
choose courses for themselves, the opposite is happening. Both history and geography
exams have witnessed mid-teen percentage declines over the same period. Is this a
clear sign that young people are looking more closely at the jobs market when selecting
A Level choices? A recent government study showed that humanities graduates are
forecast to experience amongst the lowest employment rates and salaries of any degree
subjects over the next ten years.

“UTCs have never been more relevant in building the
capabilities this country needs.”
The second noteworthy observation from this year’s summer exam entries is the
continued decline in the number of students studying certain areas of STEM. Whilst
computer science has seen a rise in recent years, this has partly resulted from the
government discontinuing the Information and Communications Technology (ICT) GCSE
in 2018. Indeed, when combined with ICT, computer science has seen a 44% decrease
in entries over the past four years, and the total number of GCSE computer science
entries in 2020 is less than one-third of those in religious studies. Worse still, the design
and technology GCSE (in all its forms) has seen entries halve over the same period. The
irony is that these precipitous declines have occurred during a period of rising demand
and forecast need in the jobs market; as a consequence, the same government study
which placed humanities graduates at one end of the salary league table, put engineers,
for example, close to the top at the other end.
Fortunately, University Technical Colleges (UTCs) are free of Ebacc accountability
measures. They can choose which courses to run: unsurprisingly, they offer those courses
which enhance young people’s employability the most. Three-quarters of UTCs provide
at least one qualification in an engineering subject for 14 to 16-year olds (compared
with just 15% of mainstream schools), and nearly all deliver GCSE computer sciences.
As we begin to emerge from the Covid-19 crisis (in which many STEM practitioners have
been the ‘heroes of the hour’), and focus on the skills required in an increasingly digital
economy, UTCs have never been more relevant in building the capabilities this country
needs.

Join something exceptional. UTCs
are a national ‘family’ of almost 50
state-funded schools. We work with
400+ employers and universities
to provide paths into work,
apprenticeships and university,
across an exciting range of fields.

What makes a strong family? Most people have an opinion on this, but the question
is also actually the subject of academic research. Indeed, studies in the United States
identify several common themes, including a strong commitment amongst all members
who not only enjoy spending time together, but also appreciate and admire each other,
and develop effective and positive communication patterns. This is certainly true of our
national ‘family’ of 48 UTC Principals, their staff, and governors.
Offering an innovative but highly relevant form of education, UTCs experience many
tangible benefits that come from being part of a close-knit network in which these
familial themes are second nature: ‘best practice’ is shared in many different ways, and
the experiences of one UTC are nearly always relevant to most others. As in families,
success for a member UTC is celebrated across the entire group; at the same time, a
healthy level of competition is fostered, so each works to raise standards. Furthermore,
staff at varied levels within UTCs genuinely enjoy spending time with their like-minded
peers throughout the programme, and these relationships create support and advisory
networks across UTCs.
Being a large family also has its benefits. There is little doubt that the size and scope
of the UTC programme helps to recruit and retain the best possible staff. Joining a
movement with well over 1,000 teachers and senior leaders is a lower risk proposition
than might be the case if just a few UTCs existed. In addition, many of the national
employers who seek to work closely with UTCs do so because of the scale and flexibility
that the breadth of the network affords them. The opportunity to connect with almost
15,000 students, and to choose regions of the country close to their corporate locations
on which to focus, are unique to the UTC programme; this is one of the main factors
behind our success in recruiting over 400 employer and university partners. This linkage
also facilitates inter-UTC activities, such as the Royal Navy Engineering Challenge which
sets UTCs in competition with each other to build, for example, the most effective
remote-controlled vehicles.
Of course, the programme’s scale and consistency of offer allows national employers
to take a co-ordinated approach to recruiting young talent across UTCs. As a result, it
is unsurprising that last year, about 25% of eighteen-year-old UTC leavers started an
apprenticeship, with more than half at a higher or degree level, at companies in varied
industries such as BAE Systems, Cisco, JCB, Global and Airbus. A further 45% of leavers
went to university, where the most popular degree courses were civil, mechanical, and
general engineering, as well as computer and biological sciences.
Definitely not a loose collection of ‘distant relations’, the close, cohesive network of
48 UTCs is bound together by the valuable attributes of a strong family. In turn, as
demonstrated by excellent leaver destinations, this trait benefits the most important
members of our family: our students.

You can see the proof in the places
our students go…
Every year, we survey the many thousands of UTC leavers to ensure their experience
while studying at one of our 48 technical schools matches our high expectations. This
year, despite the many recent challenges faced with school closures, exam cancellations
and uncertainty over next steps caused by Covid-19, it is reassuring to hear such
positive feedback from our leavers about their UTC education. With the combination of
state-of-the-art facilities, excellent technical tuition, and strong employer and university
links, it is no wonder that they feel their UTC experience has prepared them well for the
next stage of their careers. This experience is also reflected in the track record of our
students’ destinations.
As with most schools, the most popular destination for UTC students leaving at eighteen
years of age is university. Last year 45% of all UTC leavers progressed into full time higher
education. Unsurprisingly, subjects linked to UTC specialisms continue to prove popular
with students with three quarters of those entering university starting a course related
to Science, Technology, Engineering or Mathematics – compared to 45% nationally.
Specifically, UTC leavers are also much more likely to choose an engineering-related
course at university (41% vs just 7% nationally) with mechanical, civil, and aeronautical
engineering proving the most popular.

“Young people need an education with the right skills,
qualifications, and aptitudes, to be at the front of the
queue in a dauntingly competitive jobs’ market?”
Apprenticeship starts are also high amongst UTC sixth-form leavers. In 2019, 22%
started apprenticeships, compared with just 10% nationally, and where the level of
apprenticeship was indicated, higher starts (Level 4+) accounted for more than half
of all UTC leaver apprenticeship destinations (57%). This is the fifth year in a row that
20%+ UTC leavers at eighteen started high-quality apprenticeships, with close to 100
leavers across the programme securing the ‘gold dust’ (a guaranteed job, no student
debt) of a degree apprenticeship. Combining UTC leaver university starts with higher
apprenticeship starts provides an aggregate for all UTC leavers who progressed to a
‘higher’ destination. 53% of Y13 UTC leavers progressed into these ‘higher’ destinations,
which is well above national averages.

Elsewhere, a significant percentage (13%) of UTC leavers progressed directly into the
world of work. Combined with those students who started an apprenticeship, there were
fifteen national employers who took at least five UTC students into their companies last
year. Organisations ranging from The Royal Navy to Cisco, from Global Media to National
Grid all saw something special in the unique combination of attitudes, attributes and
skills nurtured at UTCs.
Of course, the class of 2020 UTC leavers is entering a very uncertain world, as the
UK heads towards the unenviable record of having the worst recession among leading
economies. Surely now, more than any time in recent history, young people need an
education with the right skills, qualifications, and aptitudes, to be at the front of the
queue in a dauntingly competitive jobs’ market? It won’t be easy for any school leavers
this year, but UTC students, with an education targeting employability and specialising
in structural growth sectors of the economy such as engineering and digital, are very
well placed.

UTCs support the local economies
of which they’re a part. To deliver
economic prosperity, our education
system must meet the demands
of local employers. And that’s just
what we do.

Local employers are central to UTCs: a mutually beneficial relationship exists between
the two groups. Employers have strong representation on UTC governing bodies, support
and shape curriculum projects, provide work experience placements and offer careers
advice and mentoring. And, in return, they benefit from the talent pipeline of ‘workready’ young people leaving UTCs to become apprentices and employees within their
organisations. Through this symbiotic relationship, UTCs support the local economies of
which they are a part.
Of course, the deep co-operation between employers and schools, championed in UTCs,
takes time to embed. To maximise the time and effort invested and the benefits to both
parties, UTCs have learned through experience that there are six key ingredients needed
to achieve outstanding employer engagement:
1.

Employers must see UTCs as key components of their talent pipeline. This goes
beyond corporate and social responsibility activities, verging on a commercial
relationship, often led by a senior HR representative at the partner employer. The
time invested by employers to support UTCs, and their return through leavers joining
their organisations, should be closely correlated and measured.

2.

Senior level individuals, often in addition to the UTC’s teaching staff, must be
specifically allocated to ensuring that employers are supported in a professional
and timely manner at each UTC. Experience has shown that certain employers may
be willing to part-fund this position, once its value has been established.

3.

Active and strong governance of UTCs must be provided by employers; the
requirement that a majority of governors is sourced from UTC partners achieves
this result.

4.

An extensive programme of employer engagement activities must be planned, with
‘employer time’ ring-fenced from the academic curriculum, ideally held at fixed
times of the week or points in the year.

5.

A clear set of processes and systems at UTCs must be implemented to support
effective employer engagement, ensuring both that all staff are aware of their
responsibilities and that employer interactions are managed as efficiently and
effectively as possible.

6.

Employer relationships, which are central to UTCs’ vision, must be at the heart of all
marketing, brand, and strategic initiatives. Indeed, a close link exists between the
number of students on roll at UTCs and the strength of employer engagement: the
stronger the employer engagement, the more students in attendance.

This unique form of education exists only because of employer need, which is recognised
across the entire UTC programme; despite regular government-led changes to school
policies and priorities, the distinct and truly special relationship with employers must
be preserved at all cost. By meeting the demands of local employers, UTCs are helping
them to deliver economic prosperity, which is particularly important at the current time.

Changing schools when you’re
14: UTCs provide a fresh start for
many young people in a supportive,
smaller school environment.
As well as offering strong employer and university engagement and a focus on STEM
subjects, the other big difference between UTCs and most other secondary schools is
that our students join at the age of 14.
Indeed, as do schools in many other parts of the world, UTCs start at age 14 for a very
good reason: to ensure that young people do not disengage from their studies during
the critical final two years of a traditional 11-16 education. This is a well-known problem,
resulting in too many pupils completing their education at 16 without the qualifications
they need to succeed in life. For example, about 1 in 3 pupils do not achieve a ‘Pass’ in
both English and maths GCSEs, which is truly shocking.

Of course at age 14 young people are beginning to identify their own interests. Starting
at this age enables UTCs to offer a choice of courses (such as those with an engineering,
digital or creative focus) alongside the core subjects, without the constraints imposed by
government policy (such as the requirement to study a language or certain humanities).
By taking courses more closely linked to their future careers and of a practical and
technical nature, students remain more keenly engaged in their studies; UTC learners
can see the purpose behind their education.

“Too often we hear from our new joiners that one of
their motivations for starting at the UTC was the secondrate educational experience they had at their previous
school. It’s not just our students that tell us this: Ofsted,
the school’s regulator, has observed this, as well.”
Starting at 14 years of age also creates a ‘fresh start’ for many of our students. They
welcome the smaller school environment, the chance to make new friends, and the
commitment of teaching staff who understand their needs and have the time to support
them. Too often we hear from our new joiners that one of their motivations for starting at
the UTC was the second-rate educational experience they had at their previous school.
It’s not just our students that tell us this: Ofsted, the school’s regulator, has observed
this, as well. The following is taken from one of their reports, written last year:
“Many pupils start at [the UTC] disillusioned with what they have achieved in their
Key Stage 3 education at other schools. Some are resentful about schooling. Through
excellent support and guidance, staff transform the negative attitudes of these pupils in
a remarkably short period of time.”
There are many more examples of this transformation across the UTC programme.
Furthermore, the Department for Education has conducted its own internal analysis,
which shows that students joining UTCs at 14 achieve superior leaver destinations at 16
years of age than would be expected had they remained at their previous school.
Most importantly, we hear positive feedback from our students. Nearly all of them, when
surveyed, describe their UTC as a positive and supportive place to study, with teachers
who care about their welfare and personal development.
Whether it is the small school environment, the opportunity for a fresh start, the chance
to study technical courses at GCSE not available at other schools, a more relevant and
engaging approach to learning, or enhanced employability, all are excellent reasons to
join a UTC at 14 years of age.

UTCs are transformational.
A much higher percentage of UTC students, from disadvantaged
backgrounds, go on to university when compared with other secondary
schools.
As the most extraordinary school term in living memory draws to a close it is fitting that
the final post of this series, which has highlighted the value of a UTC education, focuses
on where students go next.
UTCs provide young people with an educational journey with a destination at the end.
What’s the point of getting great examination grades, or making substantial academic
progress at school, if there isn’t the right reward, in the form of a university place,
apprenticeship start, or job, for this endeavour? Indeed, across England the sad fact
remains that about one in twelve young people who have taken A Level, or equivalent,
courses, subsequently become unemployed after leaving school at eighteen years of
age.

“By tailoring courses of study for all students with a
destination in mind, young people at UTCs, especially
those with disadvantaged backgrounds, are more aware
of the opportunities available to them after completing
their studies.”
As bad as this statistic sounds, when broken down between disadvantaged students,
which represent just under 30% of the school and college population, and other
students, the evidence is even more shocking: about one in eight young people classified
as disadvantaged join the ranks of the unemployed at eighteen after completing A Level
courses or equivalent. They are also less likely to go to university, or progress to other
forms of ‘higher’ study such as an apprenticeship.
Fortunately, this is not the case at UTCs. By tailoring courses of study for all students
with a destination in mind, young people at UTCs, especially those with disadvantaged
backgrounds, are more aware of the opportunities available to them after completing
their studies. Furthermore, regular university and employer engagement empowers all
students with the confidence to pursue the right pathways for them after leaving their
UTC.

This was a particular aim of the UTC programme from the outset, so it wasn’t a surprise
that the destinations data of our students showed that a greater percentage progressed
to higher apprenticeships, or a lower percentage became unemployed compared with
national averages. Last year, we commissioned the research organisation, NFER (the
National Foundation for Educational Research), to look into whether students in areas
of high deprivation were more likely to progress to university or other forms of higher
study from a UTC when compared with other local schools and colleges. The results
were very powerful: NFER found that in areas of high deprivation two thirds of UTC
students progress to higher education, which is significantly higher than from other local
institutions (about half).
At the present time, there is rightly much debate about the widening gap between
disadvantaged students and others as a consequence of the Covid-19 pandemic. Urgent,
co-ordinated measures across all schools and government are needed to address the
growing social mobility divide. However, as the evidence from UTCs shows, rather than
a sole focus on knowledge ‘catch up’ in schools to tackle this issue, perhaps, now, an
equally effective approach is to pivot the emphasis of education away from knowledgeheavy examinations and towards destinations? By doing this UTCs have transformed the
lives of many students, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds.

The golden age of STEM
Is a new ‘Golden Age’ of STEM dawning? In recent months, several compelling factors have
emerged to foster the belief that STEM-related practical skills, in all their forms (science,
technology, engineering and mathematics), are capturing the country’s attention.
Before the Covid-19 crisis began, there were already signs of a move in this direction.
The digital revolution, widening skills mismatches (even gaps) in certain sectors, returns
on investment and employability from higher education, and the implications of Brexit
were some of the reasons cited for prioritising STEM-related capabilities, by students and
politicians alike.
Now, the Coronavirus crisis has propelled scientists into the spotlight, as they expertly
guide the government in formulating policy. Technology, as used in Zoom calls for example,
has enabled some semblance of business life and education to continue during lockdown.
Engineers from all over the country have used their ingenuity to repurpose equipment
to meet NHS PPE requirements, and the mathematical modelling of the all-important ‘R
number’ has been key to devising a safe path back to a ‘new normal’ way of living. STEM
practitioners in all four areas have kept our country going.
This has also created a new class of STEM role models. Coincidentally, outside of the
crisis, we have been reminded of others too. The historic launch of the privately-funded
Space X rocket brings back memories of the Apollo missions of the 1960s, which created
an age of STEM ‘heroes’. And the engineer and inventor James Dyson’s rise to the top of
the Sunday Times ‘Rich List’, a position usually held by financiers or those with inherited
wealth, is a great reminder that a background in engineering can lead to tremendous
financial success.
As we begin to emerge from lockdown, thoughts are turning to how, practically, lessons
from the crisis will shape the future and, specifically, which aspects of education and skills
must be prioritised for our economy to recover as quickly and sustainably as possible. As
well as reappraising the invaluable role of all technicians, highly trained ‘doers’, to society
– we now know that we can’t live without them – commentators are emphasising the need
for more STEM-related capabilities:
•
•

•
•

The World Economic Forum highlights that many of the skills people need to be
employable during and after COVID-19 are digital;
McKinsey and Company, the strategy consultancy, suggests that the move of
production closer to end users, resulting from the crisis, could trigger the restructuring
of manufacturing supply chains, thereby leading to greater on-shoring and heightened
local requirements for skills at all levels;
Greater investment in both green technologies and the expertise to meet sustainability
targets has been suggested by many as a likely outcome too;
And, of course, vital investment must be made in the fields of science and health, to
bolster preparations for any crisis in the future.

Nurturing an interest in and passion for all things STEM-related needs to start somewhere.
While government policy is focused on specialist education pathways after the age of 16,
the reality is that this is simply too late for many young people, particularly girls. By the
time students reach 16, their engagement with the wonders of science, as well as their
enthusiasm for the inventiveness and creativity of the practical aspects of technology
and engineering, are already lost. This is why University Technical Colleges (UTCs) take
students at age 13 or 14 and encourage their interest in STEM subjects to blossom
through practical application. UTCs prioritise a blend of learning so that our students really
do understand the real-world use of the theory they are taught. As a result, they leave UTCs
academically secure, technically able, and passionate about all aspects of STEM.
Of course, UTCs are just one piece of a vastly complex puzzle of skills requirements in
this country. If this new ‘Golden Age’ of STEM-related practical skills, necessary to get
our country back on its feet, is to take hold, the government must lead a co-ordinated
approach to developing these skills. These three policy initiatives are needed to ‘jump
start’ this process:
1.

The Department for Education must ‘release the shackles’ on schools imposed by
measuring accountability through the lens of the academically-focused Ebacc; this
requires schools to prioritise languages and humanities over technical and creative
subjects for GCSE students. This focus felt increasingly out-of-step with the real world
before the Covid-19 crisis, and now feels almost disrespectful to those who have
navigated us through the pandemic.

2.

There is little doubt that the market for jobs and apprenticeships for school leavers
this September will be very challenging. However, it is vital that young people entering
all-important STEM careers can continue to realise their ambitions, as they would
have expected prior to the crisis. Financial guarantees to fund apprenticeships and
incentives for school leavers entering these fields must be made available. This will
unquestionably yield a very high return on investment for the economy in future years.

3.

The government has rightly prioritised recruiting teachers of maths and sciences
by offering generous training bursaries. With the inevitable rise in applications for
teacher training this year (increases occur during recessions), the incentives for
training prospective engineering teachers, through the design and technology route
for example, should be on par with those offered to teachers of other STEM subjects.

Through implementing meaningful and lasting changes, such as those highlighted above,
policy makers would recognise the invaluable role played by the STEM ‘heroes’ of the
crisis, and at the same time would enable the country to meet the critical needs of the
economy as it recovers. This really would mark the dawn of a new ‘Golden Age’ for STEM.

A University Technical College is more than just a
school. Today, there are 48 UTCs across England, in
newly-built facilities and offering industry standard
equipment which is second-to-none. To help
students and parents make informed decisions
about education, we’ve put together a list of key
differentiators between UTCs and other schools
and colleges. We look into each one in more detail
in this collection of blog posts written during the
2020 Covid-19 pandemic by Baker Dearing’s CEO,
Simon Connell.
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