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Welcome to The 
Guardian Jobs employers’ 
guide to setting up an 
apprenticeship scheme
This guide will help your business to research, plan and 
implement an apprenticeship scheme. It’s full of advice on 
how to structure your new scheme, how to prepare your 
staff and company, where to find the right training partners, 
and tips on recruiting and supporting your first crop of 
apprentices.

If you’re running a business, you’ll know that hiring and 
developing the right talent is one of the biggest drivers of growth 
and success. In recent years, many companies have turned to 
apprenticeship schemes to diversify their workforce and take 
advantage of Government subsidies available for training. 
As well as developing the skills needed to run their businesses, 
employers who run an apprenticeship scheme typically report 
higher productivity, improved products and services and higher 
staff morale.
To achieve these benefits, however, it’s important to build a 
scheme that works for your business. Employers that recruit 
apprentices without a plan and structure in place risk losing them 
before the end of the training period.
Around 30% of apprentices don’t complete their training, but 
companies with established, well-run schemes often have 
completion rates of 95% or above. And once apprentices complete 
their training, 90% stay on – meaning you benefit from the time 
and money invested.
Mel Clark and Emily Mahoney, who run the recruitment and 
apprenticeship scheme for engineering consultancy WSP, say 
that getting the structure right from the beginning, and planning 
progression, is important for apprentices to thrive.
“We have clear progression rates and have learnt how to spot 
potential when recruiting apprentices,” Clark says. Mahoney 
adds that having a strong mentoring and leadership plan also 
contributes to the company’s 98% apprentice completion rate.
 “Setting up a scheme is straightforward and is a fabulous way of 
growing your own loyal talent, and well worth your time,” says 
Ann Potterton, head of apprenticeships at BT.  
Here’s how to get started:

1. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/659710/Apprenticeships_evaluation_2017_employers.pdf
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The planning stage

Careful planning is vital. Here are five things to consider at  
the outset.
1. Is an apprenticeship scheme right for my company?  

Apprenticeship schemes have many benefits. They can help 
you deal with skills shortages, build an employment pipeline 
for the future and increase the diversity of your workforce.
Employers who have an established apprenticeship 
programme report that productivity in their workplace 
improves by 76%, while 75% report that apprenticeships 
improve the quality of their product or service.
But the commitment of building a programme and supporting 
apprentices is not for everyone. Euan Blair, who set up 
apprentice training group WhiteHat, says it’s vital the whole 
company understands the rationale behind a scheme and is 
ready to support it.
“An apprenticeship programme is rarely going to work if it’s 
one individual within the company setting it up to hit diversity 
targets or to spend their levy,” he says. “A large part of making 
sure the programme is successful is stakeholder buy-in, and 
having an internal sponsor in the executive team.”
We had always done our planning in a certain way, but after a 
while she suggested a way that has worked much better and 
we are rolling it out throughout the business. Apprentices’ 
ideas are really beneficial.” 

2. What about funding and wages?  
At first glance, funding for apprenticeship schemes can 
seem complex. It’s important to familiarise yourself with 
the apprenticeship levy – the Government’s apprenticeship 
funding scheme introduced in April 2017 – and work out where 
your business fits within this structure.
There’s more about funding later in this guide, but essentially 
larger businesses pay into a training pot and can access this 
money to pay for apprentice training. Smaller businesses don’t 
pay in. They can access training, but must pay 5% of the cost.
In addition to training your apprentice, you must pay them 
at least the minimum wage of £3.90 an hour. This rate applies 
only for the first year if the apprentice is over 19, but can 
apply for longer for those under 19. After the first year, older 
apprentices are entitled to National Living Wage, as outlined 
on the Government website.

Guardian Jobs Guide to setting up an apprenticeship scheme



3. Understanding levels and training 
Different apprenticeships have different ‘levels’, ranging in 
equivalence from five GCSEs to a higher degree. The highest-
level apprenticeship is seven; the lowest is two.
Before you commit, check the role you’re planning is 
consistent with the level of training available. 
To access funding, your apprentice must be training ‘off the 
job’ for 20% of the time, and that training must be carried out 
by a Government-approved provider. It’s important that both 
the provider and the type of training they’re delivering are 
right for your organisation.
You can check available apprenticeship training on the 
Government website (see Useful contacts). You can also use 
the website of the Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical 
Education (see Useful contacts) to search for an appropriate 
‘apprenticeship standard’ for the post you want to fill. 
These standards set out the skills and knowledge needed for 
a huge variety of apprenticeship roles – from abattoir worker 
to workplace pensions administrator – and indicate the level 
of the apprenticeship and the level of funding you can claim 
for each role. (See section 2 for advice on choosing the right 
training partner).

4. What size scheme? 
It’s tempting to think that bigger is better when setting 
up a scheme, especially if you’ve been paying into the 
apprenticeship levy and have training funds to spend.
However, Jon Tollit, principal at architectural firm Gensler, 
says his company has benefitted from starting small.
The company’s first apprentice, Tegan Ramsay, is in her first 
year of training and the company hopes to expand its scheme 
in the coming years, with plans to take on a new apprentice 
soon. 
“Apprentices in our industry are very new. It’s about 
understanding what works and constantly refining the 
approach,” says Tollit. “I think apprenticeships are very 
much the future for our industry, but we wanted to do things 
gradually.”
If you’re starting with a smaller number of apprentices, or just 
one, it’s important to work out how they will best be supported 
by others in the same situation. A good training partner can 
help. Tegan Ramsay, 24, says that the other apprentices on her 
course at Oxford Brookes University have been an invaluable 
support. “It’s been great to share things and support each other 
through our WhatsApp group,” she says.
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5. What does success look like? 
Setting goals early in the process will help your business 
deliver a scheme that works for your company and its 
apprentices.
“Knowing what you want is key to making a scheme work,” 
says Mel Clark of WSP. “We only recruit apprentices into roles 
that are permanent and have really clear progression rates.”
Knowing where you want your apprentices to be when they 
finish their training, and how that fits into your business 
strategy, is essential to designing a good scheme.
“It is vital that you identify the skills gap you wish to fill,” says 
Ann Potterton from BT.
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Putting a scheme  
into action

Know your company and sector
Setting up a successful scheme will be so much easier when 
you’ve considered what’s already available in your sector, and how 
similar businesses are making it work.
The most recent Government statistics on apprenticeships show 
that four sectors account for more than 80% of all apprenticeships 
started. These are: business, administration and law (30%); health, 
public services and care (24%); engineering and manufacturing 
technologies (16%); and retail and commercial enterprise (14%).
However, there are apprenticeships in many other sectors and you 
need the right structure to suit your company and industry.
A good place to start is with the relevant apprenticeship standards 
and frameworks available for your industry. Apprenticeship 
frameworks were originally developed by sector bodies to assess 
apprenticeships. In many cases they have been superseded 
by apprenticeship standards, which have been developed by 
employers.
If the apprenticeship you’re planning is within a framework, it 
will be qualification-based, but with no overall end assessment. 
If it is linked to a standard, it will be focused on the skills needed 
to do the job, rather than on a qualification, and there will be a 
final assessment. Talk to training providers that work within the 
standards or frameworks relevant to your sector, and also check 
what schemes your competitors are running. If it is working for 
them, it could work for you.

Prepare your existing staff
When you’re running a new apprenticeship scheme, it won’t just be 
the apprentices who need training. Without good mentoring and 
understanding from other staff, your new apprentices risk feeling 
unsupported, which means they might not finish the course.
Colette Reilly is a business coach who specialises in coaching the 
line managers of apprentices through her business Potential in Me. 
She says it’s particularly important to prepare existing staff when 
you choose to employ younger apprentices.
“It’s about helping businesses to understand what it’s like to be a 
young person and to work out what is going on with them,” she 
says. “These people are very new to the workplace and they need 
staff to understand their perspective. Be organised and make sure 
you have a framework that you’re inviting them into, not just a 
recruitment plan.
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Apprentices themselves say that the mentoring they receive 
from existing staff is a huge part of their career development. 
Andrew Mensah, a 23-year-old BT apprentice working on 
digital production, says he’s found the work-life balance really 
challenging, but mentoring has helped. “It can take time to learn 
how to prioritise. Thankfully having a great team around me made 
it easier,” he says.

Choose the right training partner
If you’re new to apprenticeships, a good training partner is vital to 
getting your scheme off the ground. Ann Potterton, at BT, advises 
businesses to lean on partner expertise.
“There are a number of great providers who can help you manage 
the process,” she says.
Asking other businesses in your industry is one way to find a 
suitable training partner. You can also search the Government’s 
apprenticeship website (see Useful contacts) for trainers offering 
different apprenticeship standards. 
Mel Clark, at WSP, says that having a local provider is particularly 
important for the engineering business, so that the links are good 
between the training provider and the company. “Make sure you 
ask about completion rates when you talk to providers,” she adds. 
“You want a company that supports apprentices to the end of their 
course.” Ofsted reports of training providers (www.ofsted.gov.uk) 
are another useful source.
If no-one is offering what you want in terms of training, don’t be 
afraid to help design it yourself. Gareth Stephenson, production 
manager of furniture business Morgan is himself a former 
apprentice and now runs the company’s scheme. “Businesses need 
to be proactive and, where possible, reach out to local colleges,” he 
says. “The most beneficial programmes, for both apprentices and 
employers, are ones designed to complement local college courses. 
This helps open as many doors as possible for young people, while 
also making sure your company has access to a highly skilled 
recruitment pool.”
Gensler has also worked with other architectural companies as 
a group of Trailblazer Employers, setting up an apprenticeship 
standard for architecture that works for the company. The group 
then designed the necessary training with Oxford Brookes 
University. “It’s a partnership,” says Gensler’s Tollit.
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Get the funding right
Once you have decided to set up an apprenticeship scheme, you’ll 
need to get the appropriate funding in place. The amount of 
funding you can claim to train your apprentices will depend on 
whether you pay the apprenticeship levy or not, as well as the type 
of apprenticeship you’re providing.
Each apprenticeship has what is called a funding band, which 
is the amount you can claim for training. For example, a Level 2 
fencing installer apprentice attracts a training budget of up to 
£7,000, while a Level 7 power engineer apprentice attracts a budget 
of £27,000. You can spend more than the funding band on training, 
but you must pay the extra yourself.
 
Levy payers: your business only pays the apprenticeship levy if it 
has a pay bill of more than £3m. If so, you must pay in 0.5% of your 
total pay bill, which includes all the payments you make that are 
subject to Class 1 secondary National Insurance contributions, 
such as wages, commissions and bonuses. You can then take this 
money out to train apprentices, but it expires after 24 months.
If you are a levy payer, you can access your levy funds, together 
with a 10% Government top-up, from your account with the 
online “apprenticeship service” portal. After you’ve found the 
apprenticeship scheme you want, you agree payment with the 
provider and monthly payments will be made from your online 
apprenticeship service account.

Non-levy payers: if you do not pay the apprenticeship levy, you 
will agree a training price directly with the training provider and 
sign a contract to this effect. From April 1 2019, employers who do 
not pay the levy but are taking on new apprentices will pay 5% of 
training costs, down from 10% previously. The training provider 
will claim the Government’s contribution separately.
In some cases, larger companies who are levy payers and have 
unspent funds can choose to transfer their levy funds to a smaller 
provider. This can help them benefit companies within their 
supply chain, for example, or improve standards in their sector. 
Businesses can transfer up to 25% of unspent funds.
If you are a smaller business and think you’d benefit, approaching 
a larger business with unspent levy funds could be one way to 
receive training funding for your own apprentices.
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Your responsibilities as an employer
The legal requirements for a company setting up an apprenticeship 
scheme are relatively straightforward, especially if you’re already 
an employer. 
Apprentices have the same rights as other employees and are 
entitled to a contract of employment, a minimum of 20 days paid 
leave each year, plus bank holidays. In order to employ apprentices 
you must:

 ▶ Ensure there is a genuine job available for the apprentice with a 
contract that is long enough to complete the apprenticeship.

 ▶ Pay the apprentice’s wages at the correct rate for their age and 
stage, and provide them with a role that helps them to gain the 
skills, knowledge and experience that are set out in the relevant 
apprenticeship standard for their role.

 ▶ Provide them with off-the-job training from an approved 
provider for a minimum of 20% of their working time.

 ▶ Provide an apprenticeship agreement, which is like an 
employment contract, outlining how long they will work for, 
the training they will receive, and the working conditions.

 ▶ Provide a commitment statement signed by the employer, 
apprentice and training provider.

Tips on recruiting: an apprentice’s perspective
Jessica Oghenegweke, 21, started her BBC Academy apprenticeship 
in 2016, working on BBC Radio 1 and 1Xtra in a variety of 
production roles. She’s now part of the Government’s Social 
Mobility Taskforce, focusing on young people and employment. 
Oghenegweke says that attracting young people to 
apprenticeships can mean taking a different approach to 
marketing jobs, as well as ensuring there’s clear structure and 
progression.
“It’s really important to ensure the apprenticeship looks relevant. 
The company needs to be seen as a cool and accepting space for 
young people – they need to know that their voices will be heard,” 
she says. “They also want to know they will be given responsibility; 
to feel they are making a difference.
“It’s also important to make apprenticeships accessible. Remember 
that people may have to move for these jobs – they need to be paid 
enough to live on.”
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Case studies and  
further information

Employer case study:  
Lisa Forde, director, Dotty About Paper
Lisa Forde is the founder of wedding and party stationery group 
Dotty About Paper, in Bridgnorth, Shropshire. She has been 
running an apprenticeship scheme for the last 15 years.
 “Our apprentices work throughout the business; we give 
them exposure to lots of different areas,” she says. “We pay a 
contribution towards training and we work with a couple of local 
training providers. That works well because there is that local 
contact. In the first phase of the apprenticeship, someone from 
the training provider will meet the apprentices regularly and give 
them lots of support, ensuring there are no problems.
“We only take on apprentices with a view to keeping them, and 
we have kept most. It has allowed us to grow organically, and in a 
lower risk way, and means we give back to the community,” she 
says.

Apprentice case study:  
Izzi Shires, civil engineer, WSP
Izzi, 20, joined engineering consultancy WSP, in Leeds, as an 
apprentice straight from school, with A-levels in maths, further 
maths and physics. She knew she wanted to become a chartered 
civil engineer. 
 “The idea of student debt would never have put me off going to 
university if I thought that was the best option for me, but the 
apprenticeship offered everything I wanted at the start of my 
career – and it’s pretty wonderful to be debt-free,” she says.
WSP’s scheme is well-structured, she adds, and has given her a 
mix of study time and on-the-job training. She’s worked on the 
M62 junction 27 and 28 congestion-release scheme, while training 
alongside her work at Leeds College of Building. In 2021 she’ll 
switch to Leeds Beckett University to finish her academic training. 
The entire apprenticeship lasts five years, after which she will be a 
chartered civil engineer.
“It’s very rewarding to see a project you’re working on come to life 
over the months and have an idea of what goes on from the inside,” 
she says.



Useful contacts
There’s a wealth of information about apprenticeship. Try the 
following websites for more help in setting up your scheme.

The National Apprenticeship Service 
https://www.apprenticeships.gov.uk
Careers Wales 
www.careerswales.com
Skills Development Scotland 
www.apprenticeships.scot
Apprenticeships in Northern Ireland 
www.nidirect.gov.uk/campaigns/apprenticeships
UK government 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apprenticeships-
guide-for-employers
https://www.gov.uk/apprenticeships-guide
https://findapprenticeshiptraining.apprenticeships.education.gov.uk
The Institute of Student Employers 
www.ise.org.uk
The National Careers Service 
https://nationalcareersservice.direct.gov.uk/home
The Institute for Apprenticeships & Technical Education 
https://www.instituteforapprenticeships.org
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Find good company  
with Guardian Jobs
If you’re looking to take on an apprentice, Guardian Jobs gets 
your message in front of a broad range of both active and passive 
jobseekers.
The candidates you need on your shortlist come to us for their job 
searches and the very latest news from your sector.

Why advertise with us?

Whether you need a digital headhunter, or want to place your 
ad next to award-winning Guardian content, we’ve got the right 
product for you. We’ll help you spark something great,with quality 
candidates who share your values. Get your message in front of 
them by sending us your brief today,
at recruiter.advertising@theguardian.com  
or call +44 (0) 203 353 4396

575k 3m
The Guardian reaches 
575,000 16-24 year olds  
and 1.4m parents in print

theguardian.com 
reaches over 3m 16-24 
year olds monthly
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