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James Dornan MSP 
Convener 
Education and Skills Committee 
The Scottish Parliament 
Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 

06 June 2017 

Dear James, 

Thank you for you letter, dated 28 April 2017, requesting further information from Skills 
Development Scotland (SDS) following IPPR’s appearance before the Committee on 19 
April 2017. 

I hope that this additional information provides a helpful contribution to the Committees 
discussion and look forward to following the proceedings of the Committees ongoing enquiry 
into skills. If you require further information, please get in touch at 
corporate.affairs@sds.co.uk. 

Kind regards, 

Gordon McGuinness 
Director of Industry and Enterprise Networks 

mailto:corporate.affairs@sds.co.uk
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1. The Committee would be grateful if you could outline what steps SDS is taking to 
support SMEs to access SDS’s services and particularly taking part in the Modern 
Apprenticeship programme. 
 

The Modern Apprenticeship programme currently supports a significant number of small to 
medium sized (SMEs) employers, as illustrated by Figure 1, below.  
 

Figure 1: Profile of employers offering Modern Apprrenticeships based on size1

 
 
1.1. Local Employer Engagement Team 
 
Through our Employer Engagement Team, we provide advice and guidance to SMEs on 
Modern Apprenticeships and other skills-related support available across all of Scotland’s 32 
local authority areas. We have eight local Employer Engagement Advisers who are based 
across Scotland, providing advice and guidance to businesses of all sizes and in all sectors. 
In 2016/2017 we engaged with 1,475 SMEs. 
 
Our one to one offer largely focuses on supporting SMEs to build the capacity to recruit 
apprentices. One aspect of this is utilising Skills for Growth, a skills diagnostic and workforce 
planning tool, targeted at employers with 250 employees or fewer, which identifies key areas 
for improvement around investing in skills and training. 417 companies have been supported 
by Skills for Growth over the last two years. 
 
1.2. Our wider service offer and supporting SMEs to access the apprenticeship family 
 
We support SMEs to look at suitable training providers that can deliver apprenticeship 
frameworks in their industry or sector, should they require that level of support. We signpost 
to appropriate industry groups and other agencies where no suitable framework is identified, 
so that dialogue can commence to ensure the employer voice is heard around the 
development of new frameworks. 
 
We have recently undertaken marketing activity to specifically promote Modern 
Apprenticeships (MAs) to SMEs.2 This activity, which included a mix of advertising, database 
marketing, social media, PR and partnership working, generated 500 leads from employers 
which are currently being followed up by our Employer Engagement Team. We are looking 

                                                      
1 SDS Modern Apprenticeships Employer Survey 2015  
2
 September 2016 to March 2017 

https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/our-products/modern-apprenticeships/
http://www.skillsforgrowth.org.uk/
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/35594/ma_employer_survey_2015_final_sep_15.pdf
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to carry out more promotion to employers over the summer to promote Foundation 
Apprenticeships and this will be extended to include the promotion of other apprenticeships 
(Modern Apprenticeships and Graduate Level Apprenticeships) during the autumn and 
winter period. Targeting SMEs will be a key part of our approach.  
 
Our Employer Engagement Team has also recently been engaged in a series of “Making 
Skills Work for Employers” events across Scotland which have promoted the apprenticeship 
family (Foundation Apprenticeships, Modern Apprenticeships and Graduate Level 
Apprenticeships) to businesses of all sizes.3 Delivered collaboratively with local partners, 
such as the Chambers of Commerce, these events we have outlined the support available to 
businesses to make it easier for them to take on apprentices.  
 
Scotland’s Employer Recruitment Incentive (SERI) is widely promoted to small businesses. It 
offers employers up to £4,000 when their company commits to a new job or new MA who 
has the greatest barriers to employment. SERI is administered by SDS, and delivered by 
local authorities and through Open Doors – a consortium of third sector providers. SERI is 
open to private and Third Sector businesses of any size, to support them to grow and 
develop. The funding is available as a contribution toward the additional costs of recruiting 
and sustaining a young person during their first 52 weeks of sustainable employment.  
 
There are industries where there are more SMEs than others and we’re constantly adapting 
our approach to respond the needs of specific challenges in individual sectors. We have a 
network of Sector Managers who work with businesses and stakeholders within a specific 
sector who take forward actions from their sector’s respective Skills Investment Plans (SIP) 
and work with industry to address skills gaps. For example, through the Food & Drink SIP we 
have engaged with the craft brewing sector, comprising of many small and micro 
businesses. Work is underway to explore the potential to develop a new Craft Brewing MA 
that will support those already working in the sector and also attract new entrants. The focus 
of the activity has been in the Moray region, engaging with small businesses to understand 
their skills needs and to assess demand for an apprenticeship. SDS has recently provided 
funding to support the Sector Skills Council to undertake further work in this area, including 
the development of National Occupational Standards. 
 
1.3. Web resources – 24/7 access to information 
 
Complementing all of the services above, is our Employer Helpline 0800 783 6000 and 

access to Our Skillsforce and apprenticeships.scot websites. 

 
Launched in November 2012, Our Skillsforce is a key online service widely promoted to 
SMEs to help them access the support they need to grow their business. It aligns with 
Scottish Government policy and the views of employers to simplify access to, and 
engagement with, the skills system. It is designed to provide: 
 
• Assistance to employers to plan, recruit and develop skills in their workforce including 

planning for change, restructuring and succession. 
• A single point of access and signposting to the services, incentives and specialist help 

available to employers across Scotland from expert advisers and partners, including 
Local Authorities, colleges and business support organisations. 

• Help for businesses to engage with education by providing information on how to forge 
closer links with schools, to help young people enter the workplace with the right skills. 

• Access to one-to-one support from our experienced Employer Engagement Advisers. 
 

                                                      
3
 An example of our Highland work-based learning event   

https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/our-products/foundation-apprenticeships/
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/our-products/foundation-apprenticeships/
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/our-products/graduate-level-apprenticeships/
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/our-products/foundation-apprenticeships/
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/our-products/modern-apprenticeships/
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/our-products/graduate-level-apprenticeships/
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/our-products/graduate-level-apprenticeships/
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/our-products/scotlands-employer-recruitment-incentive/
http://www.employabilityinscotland.com/policy-and-partnership/youth-employment/open-doors-consortium-in-work-support-package-16-to-29-year-olds/
http://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/partnerships/skills-investment-plans/
http://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/40095/3093-sds-food-and-drink-sip-digital-v3-11.pdf
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/our-products/our-skillsforce/
http://www.apprenticeships.scot/
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/our-products/our-skillsforce/
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/news-events/2016/august/making-skills-work-for-employers-highland-work-based-learning-event/
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Apprenticeships.scot, launched in March 2015, to support development of our 
apprenticeship family, allows employers to post apprenticeship vacancies for free, and 
provides wide ranging information on the different types of apprenticeships and their 
benefits. In 2016/17, the site had on average 34,000 unique users each month, who had the 
chance to apply for the 5,395 opportunities uploaded in the year. 
 
2. The Committee would also be interested in what support SDS provides to sole 

traders who wish to learn new skills. 
 

Sole traders can access all of the information and support outlined above, as an employer, 
and as an individual they can access our Career Information, Advice & Guidance services. 
We have local centres across Scotland, accessible five days a week, for advice on support 
to learn new skills from a qualified Careers Adviser. Individuals can also speak to an Adviser 
via our Contact Centre seven days a week, and 24/7 via our web service My World of Work, 
which provides a wealth of information on courses available to help individual’s upskill and 
how to access funding for these. 
 
The Employers Services Team also have excellent working arrangements with the Business 
Gateway Service across Scotland and will assist any individual or organisation referred to 
them by partners.  
 
3. The Committee was also interested in the way in which occupational gender 

segregation may exacerbate skills gaps in certain industries. The Committee 
would welcome details of how SDS identifies such issues and what steps it is 
taking to address this.  
 

Occupational gender segregation must be tackled by working together with partners, over 
time to address issues which, for the individual, start at a very young age. By the time most 
children reach primary school they will have formed ideas about what jobs they do or do not 
want to do, by soaking up the world around them, as they are already seeing clues on what 
may or may not be an ‘acceptable’ job for them. These attitudes are deep-rooted in society 
and are considered to also affect employer mind-sets regarding recruitment or promotion 
and staff behaviours in the workplace. Our Equality Evidence Review demonstrates 
occupational segregation is prevalent across the educational system and labour market.   
 
In terms of what more could be done, we believe that from early on in the education system 
and upwards all levers which underpin it in terms of, for example, teacher training, post-
graduate HR practitioner training, parental involvement, inspection, etc, should seek to 
emphasise, align and embed all initiatives into a coherent strategy and effort.  Sustained, 
and joined up measures are required to address what stakeholders agree underpins 
occupational segregation: traditional, cultural norms and out-of-date value systems, including 
stereotypical views among key influencers (e.g. parents, teachers and peers,) regarding 
young people’s choices in school subjects and jobs.   
 
Whilst gender segregation can exacerbate skills shortages in certain industries, it also has 
the potential to be part of the solution to skills shortages in different sectors. Again, all levers 
which seek to influence employer behaviour should be considered in terms of their potential 
to contribute to addressing occupational segregation. The public sector as employers should 
also demonstrate their commitment to this important issue. 
 
The measurement of all efforts outlined above needs careful consideration and, given the 
nature of the issue. We should be cognisant that change in terms of attitudes and resulting 
participation/recruitment numbers must be measured over the long term period. 
 

http://www.apprenticeships.scot/
https://www.myworldofwork.co.uk/
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/35496/equalities_evidence_review_september_2015.pdf
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As we have outlined above, young people’s FE and HE choices are highly influenced by 
cultural norms and stereotypical views formed as they grow up. Work within schools to 
address gender segregation is aimed at young people making well-informed choices about 
their future learning and career paths and utilisation of all levers to mainstream activity which 
directly address out-of-date cultural norms and attitudes.  
 
Our Equalities Action Plan for Modern Apprenticeships outlines our approach in providing 
inputs at four key stages as follows:  

1. Early years and primary school – Preventing early bias in career ideas. 
2. Secondary school - Achieve a better balance in subject choices, career aspirations 

and work-based learning pathways. 
3. Post school transition - Achieve a better balance of applications for 

apprenticeships from under-represented groups and a better balance of recruitment 
in apprentices from under-represented groups. 

4. Sustained Employment / Activity – Improve retention levels in apprenticeships. 
 
These activities are outlined in our Equalities Action Plan for Modern Apprenticeships which 
provides information on our collaboration with regional and national partners (such as the 
Scottish Funding Council and Education Scotland) to design inputs for individuals and  their 
key influencers which suit local ways of working as, in particular, there are many demands 
on the school timetable.  Investment in partnership needs to be sustained and embedded - 
within and across services - to achieve meaningful results. An example of the national and a 
regional approach taken are outlined below. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

National: Improving Gender Balance project 
 

 Delivered in partnership between SDS, the Institute of Physics (IOP) and Education 
Scotland, the project aims to empower pupils, teachers, parents and Local Authorities 
to address the complex issues that can lead to stereotyping when it comes to picking 
school subjects, and supporting them to challenge traditional career choices.  

 Sessions with girls to build confidence and resilience, time with subject teachers to look 
at enhancing pupils’ experiences with science subjects and work with the wider school 
community, including parents.  

 Delivered in six school clusters in five regions - South Ayrshire, North Ayrshire, 
Glasgow, Fife and West Lothian. School clusters include a secondary school and the 
associated primary, early learning and ASN establishments linked to it. 

 This project, and the resources and approaches, are being disseminated nationally 
through work with Education Scotland. We are also working to create resources for 
teacher training and early year practitioner training. 
 

Regional gender working group 

 
 We have established this group in Aberdeen and Shire to tackle gender bias and 

stereotyping in partnership with RGU, Aberdeen University, Aberdeen City Council, 
Aberdeenshire Council, NESCOL, Satrosphere Science Centre and Aspire North. 

 Partners have agreed to map resources to learner journeys and pool teaching 
resources so that influencers can have easy access to these. 

 
 

https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/40691/2869_sds_equalities_action_plan_digital_v7.pdf
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/40691/2869_sds_equalities_action_plan_digital_v7.pdf
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/news-events/2015/december/improving-gender-balance-scotland/
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4. The Committee would be interested in your perspective on the ability of people 
who are training in a certain area, and then decide to take a different direction, to 
make an easy a transition as possible to training in another skill. For example, if 
an individual reached level 3 in a particular modern apprenticeship post 2 and 
then decided to pursue a different apprenticeship, how flexible is would the 
process be to enable them to re-train? 
 

A number of apprentices remain with their employer and proceed to the next MA level due to 
being promoted, or in some cases, having changed job roles and wishing to undertake a 
different MA.  In both cases we are able to provide a contribution for them to undertake a 
new MA either at a higher level or at the same level. Apprentices who complete, leave and 
re-enter with a different employer and wish to train in a new discipline are also eligible for a 
contribution to undertake another MA. 


