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T-levels: The major concerns
ADAM BRANSON
The fact that the construction 
industry is facing a skills crisis is well 
documented. It isn’t alone. 

Many industries that rely on 
technical skills are facing similar issues 
and in recent years the government 
has been forced to take action.

In 2016, the then education 
secretary Nicky Morgan announced 
that a new form of post-16 
qualification – the T-level - would  
be created to address the need for 
better technical education for 
school-leavers.

 The idea has taken a while to 
develop, but just last month the 
current education secretary Justine 
Greening announced that the first 
three T-levels, including one for 
construction, will be introduced  
from 2020.

The move built upon reforms to the 
apprenticeship system in England, 
under which groups of employers – or 
‘trailblazers’ in Whitehall speak 
– would work with public bodies to 
design apprenticeship programmes 
bespoke for their industries. The 
reforms also included changes to the 
assessment system, so that young 
people are assessed at the end of their 
apprenticeship, rather than on an 
ongoing basis.

Flagging the dangers
In theory, the twin policies should  
be of enormous benefit to the 
construction industry. But now a 
leading voice in construction skills and 
training has raised his concerns that 
both initiatives are in danger of failing 
to provide the sort of skilled workers 
the industry desperately needs.

Graham Hasting-Evans, group 
managing director at NOCN 
(previously the National Open College 
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NOCN managing director Graham Hasting-Evans welcomes the intent behind new skills policies 
but raises vital questions over the government’s execution and its engagement with the industry

“If we’re to close 
the productivity 
gap, we’ve got to up 
our game in terms 
of apprenticeships”
GRAHAM HASTING-EVANS, NOCN

Network), which recently acquired 
CSkills from the CITB, knows what he’s 
talking about when it comes to the 
construction skills agenda. 

A chartered civil engineer, Mr 
Hasting-Evans (pictured) initially 
served an apprenticeship himself and 
over the course of his construction 
career has employed countless 
apprentices. He also played a leading 
role in delivering one of the biggest 
public sector projects in decades as 
head of employment and skills at the 
Olympic Delivery Authority.

With all that experience of the 
benefits of apprenticeships and a 
technical education, he applauds the 
intent behind the government’s policy 

agenda. “We see that the introduction 
of both the trailblazer apprenticeships 
and the proposed T-levels as really 
important to the industry,” he says. 

“They have the potential to be the 
best policy changes proposed for the 
industry in 20 years. If we’re going to 
close the gap in terms of productivity, 
we’ve got to up our game in terms of 
apprenticeships and related technical 
education, while not sacrificing health 
and safety.”

Engagement failure
But Mr Hasting-Evans firmly believes 
that the execution of the initiatives is 
seriously flawed. 

A major element of his concerns  
is that Whitehall – and the 
Department for Education (DfE) 
specifically – has failed to engage 
properly with the sector. 

“Both the trailblazers and the 
T-levels to date haven’t really 
embraced industry and employers,” he 
says. “There is a massive gap between 
what the officials in the Department 
for Education want to do and what 

industry wants to do. The dialogue 
between the two hasn’t been good 
– and I don’t blame industry for that.”

He doesn’t think it’s down to a  
lack of resources either. “It’s not 
understanding the industry and not 
taking the time to understand it,”  
he says. “It’s coming at it with a 
perception that it’s all about  
A-levels and degrees, which is all  
they really know.” 

He also takes issue with the idea 
that testing people at the end of their 
apprenticeship, given the practical 
nature of the skills involved. “The 
end-point assessment is almost like 
an exam and that’s going to be 
extremely difficult, especially when it 
comes to specialist skills,” he says. 
“Take piling as an example. You can’t 
take somebody into a classroom and 
give them an exam.”

Mr Hasting-Evans is particularly 
concerned that officials are paying  
too little regard to health and safety. 
“I can remember working conditions 
when I started that were appallingly 
dangerous,” he says. “We’ve made big 
improvements and I wouldn’t want to 
see those lost. I believe that the 
officials in the DfE don’t understand 
the importance of health and safety in 
a dangerous environment.

“If you’re sat in Whitehall in a nice 
warm office, what do you know  
about working in a dangerous 
environment in all weathers with 
machinery that can maim or kill you? 
They just don’t seem to get the 
importance of health and safety.” 

In short, Mr Hasting-Evans is 
frustrated that policies which could  
do so much to help the construction 
industry are currently falling so far of 
the mark. He is hopeful, however, that 
the situation can be rectified – if only 
the officials responsible will listen.


