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Staff and key partners across the case-
study UTCs said that, even though it 
was still relatively ‘early days’ given 
their recent establishment, there are 
emerging findings of  students securing 
positive post-UTC destinations. UTC 
students are said to be better equipped 
to successfully apply for and obtain 
further education/training places and 
positions of employment due to the 
unique skills and learning experiences 
that they acquire during their time at 
a UTC. Students are able to draw on a 
range of practical experiences rather 
than just academic examples and as a 
result have enhanced CVs and are more 
likely to stand out to employers and 
universities. Extended work placement 
opportunities and other contacts 
and connections with employers can 
also lead to direct offers of higher 
and degree apprenticeships, further 
education sponsorship and future 
employment. One senior leader noted:

“The employer partners have invested 
time in them, they know they work 
well in their teams, they know they 
are good kids. This means that these 
students get work they wouldn’t have 
usually” 

(UTC C)

It was also suggested that UTC 
students make easier and more 
successful transitions to further 
education, training and employment 
as they are better equipped to succeed 
and are more likely to remain in post-19 
destinations as a result.

Figure 4.2 Extent to which students agree that attending a university technical college 
has improved awareness and confidence about what they can do after leaving school
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Composite measure formed of responses to the following questions: Attending the UTC 
has 

i) helped me feel more confident about what I can do after leaving school (e.g further 
education, university, training or employment)

ii) helped me to understand the specific career options in this UTC’s area of 
specialism

iii) encouraged me to find out more about what I could do after leaving school

iv) helped me to understand the world of work better.

Reliability: α = 0.845. N = 436. Where a respondent failed to answer one or more of the 
questions included in the composite, they were removed entirely from calculation of 
averages for this measure.
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5	 Challenges 

Key findings

The main challenges experienced by the case-study UTCs were: 

�� Engaging a suitable range of employers and managing 
relationships with them to achieve sustainable high-quality inputs 
that add real educational value. 

�� Recruiting enough students with the interest and capability to 
study at the UTC who can derive maximum benefit from its core 
educational offer. 

�� Recruiting and retaining high-calibre staff with appropriate 
knowledge and skills that they are committed to updating and 
upgrading on a regular basis. 

�� Responding to external curriculum changes and making project-
based learning fit productively with updated course content and 
qualifications. 

�� Working within an accountability framework whose measures are 
not wholly appropriate for the type of education and outcomes that 
UTCs provide. 

�� Operating with a funding model that makes it difficult to function in 
a financially-viable way without affecting adversely the education 
provided. 

5.1	 Engaging and 
maintaining quality 
employer input 

The evaluation identified several 
challenges to engaging and 
maintaining quality employer input 
to UTCs’ educational provision. 
Interviewees said that while these 
challenges were not insurmountable, 
addressing them took continuing 
time and effort. Trying to connect 
the different cultures of industry and 
education, which can lead to a lack of 
a common understanding between 
employers and schools about what 
engagement entails, was identified 
as an overarching challenge. One 
UTC senior leader advocated taking 
a positive proactive approach to 
engaging employers, saying that 
when he meets a company manager 
he asks “what can we do for you?” 
The challenge he articulated was 
negotiating a partnership approach 
that offered employers something in 
return and did not over-burden them:

“Employer input is an expensive 
thing for companies to do. They do 
understand the need, but having staff 
off-site eats into profits. UTCs need 
to keep showing employers what 
we are giving them – time invested 
now will give them a more skilled and 
enthusiastic employee – students will 
remember and want to work with these 
people” 

(UTC D)

This approach had helped the UTC to 
recruit employers and engage them in 
the planning and delivery of PBL. 

The other challenges identified by 
the research were the result of both 
external and/or internal factors. 
The local industrial structure and 
availability of employers with the 
capacity and commitment to offer UTCs 
a value-added contribution was an 
important external factor. For example, 
where UTCs were located in a local 
economy with an industrial profile of 
predominantly small and medium-sized 
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employers (SMEs), there were 
fewer large employers that had the 
capacity to work with a UTC. This was 
highlighted by one senior leader who 
remarked that the challenge facing his 
UTC was: “Finding enough employers 
with capacity to get involved. The 
media industry is a ‘cottage industry’ so 
[there are] no larger employers” (UTC 
G). Where UTCs had engaged SMEs, 
some noted that it can be difficult to 
get them to offer sustained support 
over time rather than undertake 
one-off visits, owing to their limited 
capacity. 

Another external factor was the belief 
that the curriculum and qualifications 
on offer to UTCs do not meet industry’s 
needs, as noted by one UTC senior 
leader: “Products from awarding 
bodies don’t align with the needs 
of employers” (UTC F). Some of the 
UTC senior leaders and employers 
we interviewed considered that the 
external education environment 
was steering UTCs to deliver a more 
academic curriculum ‘to the detriment 
of skills development’. This made the 
employer engagement process more 
challenging. 

UTC senior leaders pointed out that 
some employers’ interests, which 
sometimes only involved achieving 
narrow Corporate Social Responsibility 
targets or recruiting future employees, 
were barriers to gaining quality 
employer involvement. This comment 
from a UTC senior leader encapsulates 
the issue: “Some employers just want 
to tick a box to say they have worked 
with the UTC and don’t fully commit or 
engage” (UTC A).

Internal challenges were related to 
capacity within UTCs. Some of the 
senior leaders explained that their 
UTCs did not have enough adequately 
experienced staff with the skills to 
recruit employers or did not have staff 
with enough time to focus effectively 
on engaging employers. The challenge 
was illustrated by one UTC senior leader 
who said that there was: 

“A need to change the culture. If you 
want teachers to be good at employer 
engagement, give them a day a week 
to do it. [It] doesn’t happen …[there 
is] no wish and desire to get teachers 

to stop teaching. The UTC idea was 
that teachers would want to do the 
engagement … but they haven’t got 
time to do it”

(UTC E)

A member of staff in another UTC 
reported that employer engagement 
had become more coordinated since the 
UTC had part-funded with employer 
partners a dedicated role for this 
function. She explained the benefit 
of this role in addressing the previous 
deficit: 

“There was no sort of real coordination 
and it then becomes very difficult…. 
for employers as well in terms of 
contacting the school, and different 
people lead on different aspects, and it 
just became a bit tricky to maintain the 
key contacts … what I’ve done is pick 
up all of the loose ends … this year has 
been an accumulation of trying to find 
out what’s been done before but also 
[making] loads of new contacts and 
getting people in to do lots of different 
things”

 (UTC J)

Building and nurturing working 
relationships with employers were 
identified as key to achieving effective 
employer engagement. In some cases 
this meant working with employers 
to ensure that projects were pitched 
at the right level for students and in 
others encouraging employers to be 
more proactive about what they had to 
offer. A senior leader noted the tension 
involved in balancing what employers 
have to offer and planning the UTC’s 
educational provision: 

“I guess there’s a strength and a 
challenge between employers coming 
to us and saying ‘would your students 
like to do this for us?’ If too much sits 
outside the curriculum it puts pressure 
on them [teachers] to fulfil their 
academic curriculum and to deliver the 
work experience. But equally, it’s those 
extra experiences that are getting them 
employment or further education after 
they leave the UTC” 

(UTC E)

A UTC senior leader observed that: 
“Managing employers can be difficult. 
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The [UTC] knows what works best but 
employers don’t always see that and 
the [UTC] needs to keep employers 
engaged. Each of the team leaders 
in engineering and business have 
employer liaison and engagement 
projects that they are responsible for 
developing and managing” (UTC I). A 
governor noted that in the experience 
of his UTC: “Having a broad mix of 
employers also helps to ease tensions 
between industry and teachers” 
(UTC F). The challenge of maintaining 
working relationships with employers 
was sometimes exacerbated by UTC 
staff turnover or employers’ personnel 
changes that interrupted continuity of 
engagement. 

Another internal challenge involved 
identifying ways to use employers’ 
input to best effect. This was 
articulated by one interviewee as: 
“It’s finding that activity for them 
to do and planning it professionally 
enough so that it actually delivers a 
tangible result for the students” (UTC 
F). Another interviewee said that it 
was challenging: “Making sure that 
the employers offer consistently high 
and good quality experiences for the 
young people” (UTC G). The timetabling 
implications of providing work 
experience could also be a challenge as 
one senior leader explained: 

“The employers offer work placements 
at varying times and this has required 
a change of mindset among staff. They 
don’t just take place during the same 
two weeks in May every year. They 
happen as and when the employers 
need and can take students. This has 
an implication for timetabling. Teachers 
have to be willing to release students 
with very little notice for several weeks. 
Unlike in mainstream schools where 
academic outcomes are driving the 
teachers, in the UTC it is the destinations 
of students and therefore there is a 
better understanding among school staff 
of the need for the placement and they 
work to support that” 

(UTC A)

A UTC governor pointed out that the 
movement of staff between industry 
and education was not without 
difficulty owing to the expectations of 
different cultures: 

“The transition between industry and 
education is much bigger than people 
realise. We train teachers. Better to have 
younger ones as they are more open 
to new ways of working. We have a 
great group of teachers now. [There is] 
always tension there though and I think 
most UTCs will struggle with that” 

(UTC F)

Providing appropriate CPD 
opportunities to ensure that UTC 
staff keep up to date with industrial 
developments and standards was a 
challenge in some cases. Interviewees 
considered it important that they 
brought real-life workplace scenarios 
and examples into their teaching. A UTC 
senior leader pointed out that the skills 
demands from industry are changing, 
and in particular: 

“The demand for teaching certain skills 
is quickly changing from mechanical 
engineering to digital skills-based 
capabilities. The governing board needs 
to look at ways in which the staff 
can get exposed to digital capabilities 
so that they can keep up and make 
sure their knowledge and skills can 
help students. Industry has a role in 
helping the teaching staff as well as 
the students in this respect. However, 
this has a cost in terms of equipment 
and the UTC isn’t able to upgrade due to 
financial constraints” 

(UTC I)

5.2	 Recruitment and 
retention of students 
and staff 

The findings revealed that UTCs’ 
recruitment of students was a 
challenge. Senior leaders and governors 
observed that UTCs are seen as 
competitors by local schools which view 
UTCs as posing a financial threat to 
them by taking away students. Whilst 
acknowledging the financial issue, UTC 
interviewees suggested the need for 
dialogue with local schools to get them 
to see the benefit of the UTC curriculum 
for some students, as this senior leader 
asserted: “What we should be doing is 
the right thing for the kids, not being 
territorial about student numbers for 
our own institution. It’s getting the 
right balance” (UTC D). 
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The UTC staff we interviewed 
noted that institutional reputation 
is influential in the recruitment of 
students. They explained that it 
takes time to build reputation and an 
evidence-base of success that help to 
inform decision-making by students 
and their parents/carers. Staff at the 
UTCs we visited said that they were 
making progress in reputation building, 
but still had some way to go to ensure 
their institution was considered to be a 
viable and attractive local educational 
choice. A governor reported that his 
UTC was starting to make progress: “As 
our reputation has grown, we are now 
gaining the right students, those with 
a genuine interest in the specialisms” 
(UTC F). 

A UTC senior leader referred to the 
mixed-intake challenge, explaining 
that: “Some students join for the 
engineering focus but a percentage 
join us because it has not worked 
out elsewhere, students come here 
because their schools have told them 
it’s a good idea for them to come here” 
(UTC I). The challenge was experienced 
in another UTC in this way: “We’re not 
swimming in learning support. We have 
a disproportionate number of young 
people who do not see the point of 
mainstream education and suffer from 
anxiety and depression. They come here 
for the work-based model of education 
but bring with them challenges” 
(UTC G). A governor explained that 
where his UTC is situated meant that it 
recruited students from quite deprived 
backgrounds, commenting that: “Some 
local schools had tried to farm out 
pupils with behavioural problems to the 
UTC” (UTC A). He added that the UTC 
was working hard on its recruitment 
marketing and attempting to attract 
high-calibre engineering students 
directly rather than through local 
schools. 

Recruiting enough students was 
mentioned by several interviewees 
who noted the competition between 
local schools and in some cases travel 
logistics. One UTC governor explained 
the local context, saying: 

“We’re still very challenged on numbers. 
And then it becomes difficult. I mean 
some kids who want to be there, are 

travelling huge distances to come 
because they really want to be there. 
They’re doing an hour’s commute each 
way every day which is horrendous for 
them. And expensive” 

(UTC H)

The cost of transporting students 
to study was mentioned by staff in 
another UTC which shared the cost with 
parents. As the UTC was not classed as 
a local school the local authority had no 
obligation to provide free transport. 

Interviewees also pointed out that 
transition at 14 was a student 
recruitment challenge because moving 
schools at this age is not the norm. 
A governor remarked that: 

“There’s also quite an issue I think about 
taking them at 14 because kids probably 
moved at 11, 12 from their first school to 
their second school. A lot of them don’t 
want to move again and have to make 
new friends … So keeping the numbers 
up and getting that broad group of kids 
and not just the challenging children, 
I think it’s quite hard”

(UTC H)

Another UTC governor echoed this 
point: “I think the main challenge is 
recruitment of pupils … because for 
Year 10s it means coming out of your 
school. Year 12 is not so bad but for the 
Year 10s it is difficult. And also made 
more so because some schools are now 
starting GCSEs at Year 9” (UTC J).

The research discovered that some of 
the UTCs had experienced challenges 
in recruiting and retaining staff. 
Senior leaders emphasised that it was 
important for UTCs to appoint the right 
teachers, as this interviewee observed: 
“Staff have to want to be involved 
in something different and special” 
which was also endorsed by a UTC 
governor who said: “This is all about a 
vision for a different sort of education” 
(UTC I). Senior leaders pointed out that 
there was a general issue in England 
in teacher recruitment, especially in 
STEM-related subjects that are relevant 
to UTCs. They also explained that there 
were specific recruitment challenges 
in the UTC context. These included 
employment terms and conditions that 
could be seen as less attractive than 
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those offered by other schools and 
colleges: longer working hours, more 
teaching hours per week, less support 
and more cover responsibilities owing 
to flatter management structures. 
Some of the case-study UTCs had 
experienced challenges in retaining 
staff though it wasn’t clear whether 
this was a specific UTC-related issue 
or more generally part of the career 
mobility in the teaching profession. 

5.3	 Other challenges 

Curriculum changes such as the new 
GCSEs were a challenge identified by 
some UTC staff. They said that UTCs 
had had to modify the curriculum, 
including employer input, to 
accommodate the changes. One UTC 
senior leader said that the change 
from diplomas was a challenge and 
pointed out that the introduction of 
T-levels would bring further change. 
He added that: “For PBL, which takes 
a lot of time to pull together, these 
changes are horrendous. Makes it very 
difficult” (UTC I). Another challenge 

was the mapping of PBL activities to 
the curriculum in a meaningful way 
that involved making these activities 
an integral part of the curriculum 
rather than a ‘nice to have’ addition or 
enrichment activity. 

UTC staff considered that the 
accountability framework they have 
to work within was a challenge as 
one senior leader commented: “It’s 
very prescriptive in terms of which 
qualifications count and how schools 
are judged. PBL we want to do doesn’t 
always get accredited in the way we 
want it to … Progress 8 doesn’t always 
work for us … PBL done properly 
doesn’t always deliver a qualification 
that counts for the school. The 
Department for Education needs to 
come up with a different accountability 
framework for us because we are 
different” (UTC D). A governor identified 
a core accountability tension as: 
“The strain between Ofsted and 
industry priorities”, adding that: 
“we are often pulled back to academic 
priorities” (UTC D). In another UTC 
staff explained that Progress 8 was 
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unsuitable because their students only 
do seven subjects “so dividing that by 
eight, we’re stuffed on that measure” 
(UTC I). Another view was that Progress 
8 does not reflect accurately the skills 
and qualities that UTCs deliver and 
employers want. A senior leader also 
pointed out that UTCs were being held 
to account to achieve results within an 
unfair timescale: “Most students join 
at Key Stage 4 and most haven’t had a 
fantastic time at Key Stage 3, so we’re 
being measured on a five-year measure 
but they have only been with us for 20 
months by the end” (UTC G). 

Funding was identified as a major 
challenge. This included the delivery of 
the UTC curriculum that had associated 
costs such as more teaching hours, 
the purchase of specialist equipment 
and resources, and transport for work 
placements and workplace visits. A 
UTC senior leader summarised the 
challenges as: “Finances, making ends 
meet. Almost diseconomies of scale 
as we’re working at under-capacity in 
terms of student numbers and with 
green but keen staff. Additionally, 
technology is expensive” (UTC G). A 
governor expressed the challenge as: 

“Finance, finance, finance. The UTC 
model doesn’t work. [We] can’t do 
a longer day with an expensive 
curriculum on the same amount of 

money as a typical school. Increasing 
the number of students is all we can 
do. We’ve lowered the costs as much 
as possible, we are as lean as we can 
be, taken out layers of management, 
no cover teachers, very lean operation. 
Sponsor is having to subsidise”

(UTC G)

A senior leader outlined the funding 
dilemma: “We get funded the same way 
as any other secondary school: money 
per student. But we teach 35 hours a 
week, 10 extra hours for every student. 
We have to pay those teachers. Very 
difficult” (UTC D). A governor in another 
UTC said that budget pressures were 
not unique to UTCs, explaining that 
the vast majority of costs are staffing 
costs and: “These can’t be compromised 
because of the need to employ good-
quality teachers. The UTC is very 
financially constrained. The governing 
board is struggling to see how they 
can make cost savings without having 
an impact on the quality of learning 
outcomes” (UTC A). 

In Chapters 6 and 7 we outline what 
UTC staff, governors and sponsoring 
universities believe is working well 
within their UTCs and summarise what 
advice they would give to other UTCs. 
These relate to ways to overcome some 
of the challenges outlined above.



Evaluation of university technical colleges: Report – Year One

     29

6	 What works well 
Key findings

The findings from the case studies indicates that when UTCs are 
working at their best they are successful at:

�� Providing real-world application of theoretical concepts.

�� Working with employers to realise a common vision.

�� Having dedicated time for staff to work with employers.

�� Providing students with genuine and meaningful contacts and 
experience with employers.

�� Preparing students for employment.

�� Developing clear and appropriate pathways for students to follow 
that are attractive, engaging, and aspirational.

�� Securing positive destinations for their students.

6.1	 Learning relevance 

The case studies indicated that UTCs 
are successful in providing appropriate 
contexts in which students can 
learn effectively. The research has 
discovered that where they work well, 
UTCs provide innovative and creative 
approaches to the curriculum content 
and delivery. This includes adopting a 
context-driven approach and providing 
opportunities for ‘hands-on learning’ 
where students can understand 
real-world application of theoretical 
concepts rather than focusing on 
abstract academic work. This approach 
is successful where UTCs have diversity 
in staff experience and backgrounds; 
this includes having a mix of industry 
and academic staff to provide students 
different perspectives and insights. 

Young people can see their routes 
to employment and understand the 
relevance of their learning to the 
world of work. UTC staff indicated that 
students’ destinations are at the heart 
of UTC activities. For example, one 
senior leader explained: “Organisations 
like ours transform their lives – turn 
them around, give them a purpose, 
structure, vision of where they can see 
their future life going” (UTC I). 

6.2	 Employer input 

The research discovered that generally 

good progress has been made in the 
recruitment of key industry partners 
despite the challenges outlined in 
Chapter 5. Indeed a few of the case-
study UTCs reported that employer 
partners are now approaching some 
UTCs to be involved. 

A key to success is maintaining the 
original vision and aims of the UTC 
where employers make a significant 
contribution to learning activities and 
where there is a shared understanding 
of the relationship between UTCs and 
employers. For example, one governor 
explained: “Students understand that 
[employer projects] are embedded in 
the identity of the curriculum. They’re 
not a bolt-on” (UTC I). 

Additionally, the research indicated 
that the person/people responsible for 
liasing with employers held different 
roles, such as departmental heads 
or non-teaching business relations 
managers, within the case-study 
UTCs. They were clearly skilled at 
working with diverse employers at 
different levels. The task of liaising with 
employers was reported to be time-
consuming and worked best where 
staff had dedicated time allocated. We 
will explore these roles and how they 
are funded in more depth in phase two.

Other aspects of employer engagement 
that were reported to be working well 
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within our sample of ten UTCs were 
when:

�� students and employers take 
ownership of their parts of a 
project

�� employer briefs and projects were 
authentic/real genuine projects 
and problems were reported to 
inspire students.

�� projects were directly relevant 
to qualifications such as BTEC/A 
Level.

�� students were aware that 
they can gain from engaging 
enthusiastically with employers 
by for example making useful 
contacts that could help with 
future employment and/or an 
apprenticeship

�� employers were able to give and 
gain what they wanted for the 
relationship (see Chapter 2 for a 
discussion on profound, moderate 
and contextual engagement)

�� there was an ongoing, respectful 
relationship between the UTC and 
the employer.

6.3	 Students’ 
employability

As set out in Chapter 4, one of the 
main benefits for students attending 
a UTC was their increased likelihood/
ability to secure and maintain 
successful post-UTC destinations. 
UTCs have been successful in 
enhancing students’ employability by 
providing appropriate, up-to-date skills. 
This has been achieved by developing 
a curriculum for students that meets 
employers’ needs by using labour 
market intelligence. According to one 
teacher: “The key successes are that 
students’ progress rapidly here as they 
are learning at a level that is consistent 
with current employment standards” 
(UTC G).

Furthermore, the findings suggest the 
ability of UTCs to provide students with 
relevant qualifications and experiences 
that are meaningful to employers and 
have ‘kudos’ works well. Our case-study 
UTCs indicated that they have been 
successful in:

�� providing students with genuine 
and meaningful contacts and 
experience with employers. One 
senior leader believed that: “It’s all 
about getting students to meet 
people from industry rather than 
it all being teacher-led. Employers 
with current experience of the 
world of work have credibility” 
(UTC B). 

�� preparing students for 
employment. For example, a senior 
leader explained: “They [the 
students] feel twice, three times 
as prepared and knowledgeable 
of the working environment, 
because they’ve spent time talking 
to industry partners, they have a 
very clear understanding of what 
these partners do, and it [the world 
of work] doesn’t feel like an alien 
environment. They feel that it [the 
UTC] has prepared them incredibly 
well” (UTC F).

�� developing clear and appropriate 
pathways for students to follow 
that are attractive, engaging, and 
aspirational. One senior leader 
explained: “We put students on 
pathways that they want to be on. 
There is much more focus on young 
people’s needs, identifying where 
they want to go in the future as 
opposed to “a generalist education 
through a comprehensive system” 
(UTC B). 

�� securing positive destinations 
for their students. The case-
study UTCs provided examples 
of students who have completed 
successful extended work 
experience placements with 
employers, have been sponsored 
by that employer with their 
degrees paid for, or have their 
placement years secured and have 
a guaranteed job at the end of it. 

The whole UTC experience – curriculum, 
employer involvement, environment, 
ethos and culture – constantly prepares 
students for apprenticeships/future 
employment. The ongoing challenge, as 
described in Chapter 5, is the relaying 
of the key benefits of attending a UTC 
to young people and their parents and 
ensuring that the right young people 
enrol. 
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7	 Advice for other UTCs 
and future priorities 

Key findings

UTC staff and their partners identified five key recommendations 
for other UTCs: 

�� Develop a clear vision and mission. 

�� Raise the UTC’s profile and reputation among all stakeholders. 

�� Ensure pupils develop meaningful, relevant and appropriate skills. 

�� Invest in building and maintaining quality relationships with 
employers. 

�� Provide regular and sustained exposure to a range of industry 
partners. 

Future priorities of the ten case-study UTCs centre on developing 
the learning offer (to ensure its ongoing quality and relevance) and 
ensuring longer-term sustainability by maintaining (and increasing) 
student numbers.

7.1	 Advice for other UTCs 

The case-study UTC staff and their 
key partners identified five broad 
recommendations for other UTCs: 

1.	 Develop a clear vision and 
mission for the UTC and invite 
all key stakeholders to share in its 
development. Define what needs 
to be accomplished and establish 
(short- and longer-term) targets 
to measure progress towards 
the vision. Place a strong and 
clear emphasis on achieving high 
academic standards as well as 
developing students’ transferable 
‘work-ready’ skills. Establish clear 
expectations and standards for 
students, staff and key partners.

2.	 Raise the profile and 
reputation of UTCs among 
all stakeholders. Disseminate 
the UTC’s vision to prospective 
students, parents/carers, 
governors, other education 
settings, and employers. Build an 
evidence-base of success that can 
be shared in marketing materials. 

Hold showcase events and open 
days that provide opportunities 
to meet staff and students and 
experience the learning 
environment.

3.	 Ensure students develop 
meaningful and relevant 
skills. Identify and communicate 
with key local and national 
employers to understand what 
knowledge and skills they require 
of their future workforce. Where 
possible match the curriculum and 
PBL activities to identified skills 
gaps. Change direction and meet 
skills gaps as they arise. 

4.	 Invest in building and 
maintaining quality 
relationships with employers. 
Invest in employer engagement 
from the outset and prior to the 
UTC opening, where possible. 
Ensure there is a member of staff 
with a dedicated remit (and time) 
for stakeholder engagement. 
Start small and be selective with 
employer partners, which helps 
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to keep things manageable. Build 
respectful relationships that are 
‘business like’. Have clarity and 
consistency of expectations. 
Adopt a realistic approach, ask 
employers what they want out of 
their involvement as well as what 
they can give. Create a sense of 
ownership for employers so that 
engagement is not tokenistic. 

5.	 Provide regular and sustained 
exposure to a range of 
industry partners via, for 
example, PBL activities, potential 
lesson (co-)delivery, work 
experience, talent pools, showcase 
events and employer talks. Ensure 
that employers are highly visible 
throughout the UTC and to all year 
groups. Be flexible with timetabling 

to allow students to engage in a 
range of activities (both on- and 
off- site) with employers. 

7.2	 Future priorities 

Future priorities for the case-study 
UTCs involved the following: 

�� Reviewing local and national 
skills shortage areas and future 
employment priority growth areas 
to inform curriculum design and 
wider learning opportunities. 

�� Sustaining the quality and 
relevance of PBL activities. 

�� Recruiting and retaining high-
quality staff.

�� Maintaining or increasing student 
numbers.
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8	 Conclusions 
The conclusions of the phase one research into the use of 
PBL and employer engagement in the development and 
delivery of the curriculum within UTCs at Key Stage 4 and 
post-16 are set out below.

1.	 The research highlighted that employers contribute at 
different levels, within and across the case-study UTCs, to the 
development of young people’s technical and transferable 
employability skills. Most substantial, profound employer input, 
characterised by project ownership, appeared to be evident within three 
UTCs and was linked with different models of PBL. Moderate employer 
involvement, where they contributed significantly to projects but with less 
emphasis on development and project ownership, was evident within all 
ten case-study UTCs. Contextual involvement, where employers contribute 
to informing young people about technical and employability knowledge 
and skills, on a more ad-hoc basis was also present across all case-study 
UTCs. A mixed economy of employer contributions at these different levels 
is beneficial to UTCs and is suitable for employers with varying degrees 
of capacity to input into UTCs. However, we suggest that some profound 
input is necessary and is consistent with the ethos of UTCs.

2.	 Different models of employer liaison were evident across the 
case-study UTCs. The person/people responsible for liasing with 
employers held diverse roles within different UTCs. Engaging employers at 
different levels in the curriculum development and delivery, benefits UTCs, 
students and employers but was considered challenging and worked best 
when dedicated time was allocated to the task.

3.	 Most young people enrolled at a UTC because they were 
interested in the specialism and wanted a more work-related 
education. Young people were perceived to have benefitted from 
attending a UTC by demonstrating enhanced academic, technical and 
transferable skills and improved readiness for the world of work. They 
were also reported to have improved attitudes and motivation to succeed 
and greater awareness and likelihood of securing post-16 destinations.

4.	 UTC staff, governors and sponsoring universities described 
what they believed worked well within UTCs. For example, they 
considered that UTCs prepare young people well for the world of work 
through genuine and meaningful contact and experience with employers, 
applying theoretical concepts to the real world and supporting young 
people to navigate their way successfully to future destinations. Advice 
they offered to other UTCs included; developing a clear vision and mission; 
raising the profile and reputation of their UTC among all stakeholders; 
ensuring that students develop meaningful and relevant skills; and 
investing in building and maintaining quality relationships with employers; 
and providing young people with sustained and regular exposure to a 
range of industry partners.
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5.	 Challenges were also identified, including the recruitment of diverse 
employers (and maintaining relations with them); the recruitment of engaged 
students with an interest in the specialism; the recruitment of high-calibre 
staff; responding to external curriculum changes; and making PBL fit 
productively with updated course content and qualifications.

In 2018 phase two of this research will offer the opportunity for further detailed 
exploration as we carry out three in-depth case studies with phase one UTCs 
that demonstrated profound engagement with employers in PBL. We will explore: 
the lifecycle and different levels of projects displaying profound employer input; 
what facilitates profound employer input into PBL; different models of business 
liaison and employer engagement strategies (and how these are funded); and the 
impact on young people and their post-UTC destinations.

The final report, due to be published in winter 2018, will systematically draw 
together findings from phases one and two of this research and will share the 
most effective practice and identify lessons learned in order to inform future 
sector-wide practice.
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