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A
ccording to Lord 
Sandy Leitch, whose 
eagerly awaited 
review of the UK’s 
long-term skills needs 

was published last month, the 
focus should be squarely on ‘eco-
nomically valuable skills’ if the 
country is to remain competitive 
within the global economy. And 
he says that everyone – employ-
ers, the government and indi-
viduals – should invest more in 
learning and development.

In his foreword to his report, 
Lord Leitch says: ‘It is clear from 
my analysis that, despite substan-
tial investment and reform plans 
already in place, by 2020 we will 
only have managed to “run to 
stand still”. On our current trajec-
tory, the UK’s comparative posi-
tion will not have improved signif-
icantly. In the meantime, the world 
will have continued to change 
and the global environment will 
be even harsher. The scale of the 
challenge is daunting.

‘Too many of us have little inter-
est or appetite for improved skills. 
We must begin a new journey 
to embed a culture of learning. 
Employer and individual aware-
ness must increase. To reach our 
goals [of the UK becoming a world 
leader in skills by 2020], we as a 
society must invest more. It is clear 
who will pay. It is all of us – it is 
the state, employers and individu-
als. But this will be the best invest-
ment we could ever make.’

Despite what Lord Leitch says 
about a lack of interest in skills, 

family and friends. It’s still a very 
traditional community; you get a 
lot of girls who are expected to do 
the right thing for their parents 
– girls are seen as marry-able and 
takeaway-able – and a lot of teen-
agers are the sole breadwinners 
because everyone else in the fam-
ily is at home because they don’t 
speak English.

‘But a lot of them don’t want 
to do that. They want a career 
that they can establish, that will 
give them confidence, and that’s 
what we’re trying to give them. 
Inclusion is the biggest thing 
for them – they really want to 
be included in British society . I 
think that what they want is the 
confidence and the skills to be 
able to say “I have the right to 
participate in this and I have the 
right to bring this back to my 
community”.’ 

Skills Ladder is for people 
with no qualifications – at best 
they may have D and E grades 
at GCSE – and no prospect of 
getting a decent job through the 
conventional routes, because nei-
ther do they have any marketable 
skills or work experience.

‘Employers care about GCSE 
grades if there’s nothing else to 
support them,’ said Reid. ‘If there 
are no skills, they care very, very 
much about them. But if people 
have the skills, employers are usu-
ally very open to them.’

Skills Match trainees, on the 
other hand, have GCSEs. They 
may even have A-levels or a 
degree. But, once again, their 

there are plenty of people in the 
UK who are finding out just what 
a difference having economically 
valuable skills can make to their 
lives and how acquiring even 
basic skills can, as Lord Leitch 
says, lift them out of poverty and 
deprivation and emancipate them 
in society.

One man who knows exactly 
how that works is John Reid. He 
is a senior consultant at Love & 
Tate, a Pitman Training fran-
chise in the City of London, and 
project manager of two publicly 
funded training initiatives for 
people living in the east London 
borough of Tower Hamlets 
– Skills Match and Skills Ladder.

Reid and his colleagues take 
youngsters, mainly Bangladeshi, 
with no prospects and no self-
confidence, give them a range 
of basic IT and communication 
skills, put them into work place-
ments with some of the biggest 
names in the UK, and then men-
tor them until they find a job.

Love & Tate was already work-
ing with Tower Hamlets council 
when the Skills Ladder and 
Skills Match projects were set up 
four years ago. He told TJ: ‘The 
community in Tower Hamlets is 
predominantly Asian-Bangladeshi 
– and it was seen as being the 
least involved in employment and 
having the least opportunities.

‘The programme began as a 
pilot. Our main aim was to try to 
get into the community and build 
these youngsters’ confidence away 
from the negative influence of 

At the coalface
Elizabeth Eyre talks to a trainer who is helping to get deprived 
youngsters into work by giving them basic, marketable skills
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John Reid with graduates from the latest Skills Ladder course, which finished last month

They want a career that 
they can establish, that 
will give them confidence, 
and that’s what we’re  
trying to give them

prospects of getting a job that 
offers them more opportunities 
than stacking shelves in a super-
market are severely hampered by 
the fact that they have no skills or 
experience in which an employer 
would be interested.

Possible trainees come to Love 
& Tate through Tower Hamlets 
council, which advertises the 
courses in the borough and also 
refers people from a drop-in 
shop. Candidates for the Skills 
Ladder course attend an open 
day, where they are interviewed 
to assess their suitability. If the 
assessors ‘see a spark’, says Reid, 
candidates are then tested for 
their literacy, numeracy and 
clerical skills. Candidates for the 
Skills Match course are inter-
viewed and tested for their typing 
and computer skills.

Reid says: ‘They must be able 
to sell themselves to us. Even if 
someone’s finding it really hard, 
as long as there’s the tiniest spark 
– something that we can latch 
onto to get them talking, no mat-
ter how banal it is – and we get 
the flow going, I’ll accept them 
on to the course.

‘They all desperately want to do 

it. They are British and they want 
to feel British – they want to 
contribute. They also want to earn 
money – they’re not stupid – and 
a lot of them want to break away.’

Both courses last ten weeks 
and are a mixture of classroom-

‘School has knocked a lot of 
their confidence out of them. 
We tell them to find what’s good 
about themselves. We spend an 
enormous amount of time telling 
them to stop putting themselves 
down,’ says Reid.

Then the trainees are put into 
work placements. The Love 
& Tate team work very hard 
to ensure that the best possi-
ble match between trainee and 
employer is made – ‘It’s a bit 
like running a dating agency,’ 
says Reid – and, while it doesn’t 
always work out, most are very 
successful. A number of trainees 
have impressed their placement 
providers so much that they have 
been offered full-time work. 

‘Sourcing placements is quite 
tricky but we have a lot of 
employers who utilise it a great 
deal. Employers love the fact that 
there are people they can take on 
that have got the skills that they 
can apply to the workplace,’ says 
Reid. ‘We’re giving the trainees 
basic skills that any employer 
would want.’

Organisations that are cur-
rently offering work placements 
include the Financial Times, BP, 

based training in Word, Excel, 
Outlook and touch-typing (four 
weeks for Skills Ladder train-
ees and two-and-a-half weeks 
for Skills Match trainees), and 
work placements (six weeks for 
Skills Ladder and seven-and-
a-half weeks for Skills Match). 
Participants in the Skills Ladder 
course also receive help with their 
English language skills, using a 
calculator, numerical data entry 
and ‘a huge amount of soft skills’ 
to boost their confidence.
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the NHS, the London Borough 
of Tower Hamlets and Pearson.

Reid and his colleague act as 
mentors, as well as trainers, to the 
Skills Ladder and Skills Match 
participants. They phone people 
on placements every week, and 
also support employers by help-
ing to solve problems or deal 
with issues that may arise dur-
ing placements. They also take 
responsibility for getting their 
trainees into work: ‘Once you 
start training someone, you have 
a real responsibility to them,’ says 
Reid. ‘You can’t just let them go 
if a placement doesn’t work out. 
You have to pick up the pieces 
and find a new way to do it. You 
keep working with people to find 
out what they’re good at or what 
they want.

‘Because it’s a mentoring role 
as well as a training one, you have 
to see it through until the person’s 
strong enough to stand on their 
own two feet.’

The courses have scored some 
notable successes. One former 
trainee secured a job as a junior 
at Credit Suisse bank, on a start-
ing salary of £35,000 plus bonus. 
‘That’s a far cry from stacking 
shelves at Waitrose for £6.50 an 
hour,’ said Reid. ‘Most of them 
are not going to get anywhere 
near that – £12-£16k is a fair sal-
ary for an entry-level employee 
in London – but it’s something 
to aspire to. That’s what they can 
see now. London’s easy – there are 
lots of stepping stone jobs here 
– and we shift people’s expecta-
tions so they know there are 
things out there that are hugely 
attainable for them if they get the 
right skills and get their heads 
down for a year or two.’

The courses aren’t cheap. It 
costs about £14,500 for a Skills 
Match course and £24,000 for 
a Skills Ladder course. Funding 
comes from the European Social 
Fund, the Canary Wharf Group 
and Tower Hamlets council; Love 
& Tate also subsidises the courses. 
But the cost is minimal when you 

think that, on average, each of the 
groups that have been through the 
programmes during the last four 
years are earning about £250,000 
in full-time employment: the tax 
and National Insurance they are 
paying more than covers the cost 
of their initial training.

And there is also the expense 
that has been avoided by getting 

these young people out of a life 
that would have led them into 
unemployment – and very prob-
ably crime – to consider.

Funding has been secured for 
the courses for another three 
to five years, and Reid has just 
scheduled another seven pro-
grammes for 2007. He is also 
looking at setting up training 
courses for people with no edu-
cation, employment or training, 
and at working with people with 
criminal convictions.

‘We must be doing something 
right, and the employers must be 
doing something right. Without 
the opportunity [of a job] at the 
end of it, the programme just 
wouldn’t work,’ says Reid. ‘We’re 
going to keep it going as long as 
possible.’  

Employers love the fact 
that there are people they 
can take on who have the 
skills that they can  
apply to the workplace


