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Executive Summary
At European and national level, too often policy makers see apprenticeships as yet
another rite of passage to set foot in the labour market, rather than recognising their role
as educational pathways. An increased focus on quality and inclusive apprenticeships
systems is needed: through quality apprenticeships, all young people, including the most
vulnerable, should develop their competences and skills, while enjoying full access to their
social and labour rights. Hence, efforts to improve the quality of apprenticeships must be a
priority in policies on work-based learning at regional, national, European and international
level.
This document identifies current challenges to quality apprenticeships, and defines steps to
establish apprenticeships systems that are learner-centred, rights-based, and truly inclusive
for all young people. To this end, this document outlines the European Youth Forum’s main
demands towards European governments, Member States of the European Union,
European Union institutions, employers, and education providers These include:
●

Providing equal opportunities for all, by establishing apprenticeship systems that
are truly inclusive of all young people: all young people should be able to access
quality apprenticeships, regardless of their personal circumstances. This must entail
broader efforts to tackle social norms and power structures, which still negatively
influence occupational choices and participation in society more broadly.

●

Prioritising the educational value of apprenticeships: Quality apprenticeships
should help young people to develop both job-specific and transversal competences,
in order to achieve learning objectives, identified for and with them, leading to official
qualifications recognised at national and European level. Moreover, education
providers should ensure that adequate support and information are available and
easily accessible to students and their families, and that apprenticeships are
presented as equally valid educational choices.

●

Ensuring access to social and labour rights: Quality cannot be achieved if
apprentices’ right to fair working conditions, including the right to decent
remuneration and compensation, and access to quality welfare systems, is not
implemented. This must entail establishing national frameworks, recognising and
upholding apprentices’ social and labour rights, on the basis of the quality criteria
identified in the European Youth Forum’s European Quality Charter on Internships
and Apprenticeships.

●

Establishing representative structures for apprentices at all levels: Cooperation
between relevant institutional and non-institutional stakeholders, including trade
unions, student unions, and youth organisations must be strengthened to address the
current lack of representative structures for apprentices. As National Youth Councils
and International Non-Governmental Youth Organisations have a long history of
democratic representation and advocating for youth rights, the establishment of
representative bodies of apprentices should see their strong involvement, along the
lines of the European Youth Forum’s cooperation with institutional partners for the
creation of the European Apprentices Network.
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Introduction
Over the past few years, the narrative around apprenticeships has changed. Both at
European and national level, the focus has shifted away from apprenticeships as educational
opportunities, while increased attention as has been given to their potential as employability
tools to support young people’s transition from school to work.
A variety of initiatives to promote apprenticeships and increase their uptake have been
1
launched. In 2013, the European Alliance for Apprenticeships (EAfA) was established to
provide a platform for key stakeholders to work together on improving the quality, supply and
image of apprenticeships. The New Skills Agenda for Europe identifies apprenticeships as a
key tool to ensure that the right training, skills and support are available to everyone in the
2
European Union (EU). The European Pillar of Social Rights recognises young people’s
rights to a quality transition between education and employment, also through
3
apprenticeships. Lastly, in 2018 the Council of the EU adopted a Council Recommendation
4
on a European Framework for Quality and Effective Apprenticeships.
At international level, the International Labour Organisation (ILO), already in 2012, had
5
called on governments to improve apprenticeships as a tool to support young people, and
continues to promote apprenticeships as a top priority, including through the development of
6
a Toolkit for Quality Apprenticeships. Furthermore, the Global Initiative on Decent jobs for
7
Youth, launched as a United Nations system-wide initiative to promote youth employment,
identifies quality apprenticeships as a key priority for action.
8

The EU and the ILO have both attempted to define apprenticeships, by identifying common
traits that could apply to different country-specific apprenticeship traditions. Despite this, a
9
universal, standardised definition of apprenticeships is still lacking.
Different traditions at national level cannot not be an excuse for low quality apprenticeships.
Upholding quality standards by prioritising the learning content of apprenticeships and
ensuring access to rights and protection is a key step to supporting young people in their
path towards autonomy. More broadly, quality apprenticeships while supporting an
1
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individual’s professional and personal development, contribute to building more sustainable
and inclusive societies. With around 4 million young people in apprenticeship-type schemes
10
in Europe, ensuring that their educational value is recognised and that apprenticeships
comply with minimum quality criteria must become a priority. Moreover, issues such as
stereotypes, lack of inclusiveness, and a bad reputation still stand in the way of quality
apprenticeships. Furthermore, the political attention that has been given to apprenticeships
as a tool for quality transitions has highlighted how there is a lack of representative
structures for apprentices, preventing them from being meaningfully consulted on decisions
that may affect them.
This position offers policy recommendations to address these challenges. It is based on the
European Youth Forum’s longstanding interest in the quality of apprenticeships, as
11
evidenced by the European Quality Charter on Internships and Apprenticeships, as well as
12
the more recent involvement with the European Apprentices Network (EAN), and further
input gathered through an online consultation with Member Organisations.

Key Elements of Quality Apprenticeships
Apprenticeships as educational opportunities
Apprenticeships are often perceived merely as a tool to fill the gap between the skills
potential employees may have, and the abilities employers are looking for. Catering for the
needs of employers, however, should not be the main purpose of apprenticeships.
Apprenticeships are first and foremost educational opportunities; the educational value of
apprenticeships must be placed at the core of apprenticeship programmes. Education, as a
fundamental human right enshrined in several legal instruments at international and
13
European level, must be a lifelong, learner-centred process focused on personal
development, where increased employability is a welcome effect, not the primary objective.
Apprenticeships must be learning experiences, providing young people not only with
job-specific skills, but with transversal, transferable competences, such as problem-solving
and critical thinking, supporting them to become active citizens. Apprenticeships should be
14
shaped around the needs and interests of the learners, for them to reach their full potential.
This can be achieved through stronger participation of apprentices themselves in defining
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their learning objectives, as well as through quality and effective mentorship and monitoring
before, during and after the placement.
Lastly, apprenticeships must always lead to official qualifications. Lack of recognised
qualification may prevent apprentices from taking advantage of mobility opportunities,
15
accessing higher-VET, or advancing their career. Continued work on the European Quality
16
Framework (EQF),
and the inclusion of apprenticeships in National Qualification
Frameworks (NQFs), would ease young people’s access to the labour market and support
17
mobility, including through ErasmusPro and by easing young people’s access to visas,
when necessary.

A rights-based approach to quality apprenticeships
Unsatisfactory learning opportunities and working conditions can be challenges, even in
18
countries usually highlighted as examples for the quality of their apprenticeship systems.
Moreover, different apprenticeship traditions and definitions at national level may result in
different levels of protection being provided to apprentices. Quality apprenticeships should
always be safe and fair experiences, especially for young people, who may be at greater risk
of being treated as cheap or unpaid workforce due to their already vulnerable position in the
labour market.
Policy makers and employers must implement a rights-based approach to quality
apprenticeships. The specific nature of apprenticeships as work-based learning, and the
19
dual status of apprentices as both learners and workers, must not hinder apprentices’
20
access to and enjoyment of a minimum set of rights and safety nets. To this end,
apprenticeships should comply with minimum quality standards, to be set out in legislative
instruments as well as in legally binding agreements to protect apprentices from any form of
exploitation. Young apprentices must be provided with easily accessible, understandable
and youth-friendly information about their rights and obligations, as well as how to address
potential violations.
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More inclusive apprenticeships
Investing in adequate support during the pre-apprenticeship period and increasing the
quality of apprenticeship placements is crucial. This would help preventing vulnerable and
marginalised groups of young people or young people in NEET situations (not in
employment, education, or training) from getting too far from society, by providing them with
an alternative way to learn, that can be more appealing than more academic paths. For this
to happen, however, policy makers, employers and education providers must be willing to
offer quality work-based learning opportunities to vulnerable and marginalised groups of
young people and those furthest from the labour market, who may not possess the
21
necessary foundational skills.
These gaps can be tackled through greater investment in inclusive education systems and
by providing financial incentives to employers to hire vulnerable youth. Financial support,
however, should be conditional to the implementation of inclusive human resources and
recruitment policies, to ensure that vulnerable young people can not only enter, but remain in
the labour market. Minimum quality standards for apprenticeships must also be ensured,
22
including for apprenticeships under the Youth Guarantee in EU Member States.
Most
importantly, a change in the current narrative is needed. Investing in providing vulnerable
and marginalised groups of young people with quality learning opportunities must be seen as
a form of social investment, with a long-term, positive impact on society as a whole.
More broadly, stereotypes still have a strong influence on apprenticeships. Cultural and
gender roles deriving from societal norms and power structures negatively affect society and
the labour market, creating unfair expectations and influencing individual and collective
behaviours. Entrenched societal attitudes and socio-cultural factors can limit career paths,
lead to discrimination by employers and career counsellors, This can have an even stronger
impact on young people who are often influenced in their choices by their family, friends,
23
teachers, community and media.
For example, as apprenticeship placements are often based on traditional gender roles,
24
women are generally under-represented in many sectors: in the UK, while female
participation in apprenticeships tends to be concentrated into few sectors, with many women
taking up placements in health and social care; in key sectors such as engineering, men
25
outnumber women 25 to 1.
Women who take up apprenticeships in traditionally
male-dominated jobs, such as those related to STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering
21
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and Mathematics), often face strong resistance and prejudice. This, while discouraging
young women from looking for and taking up apprenticeships, is also likely to negatively
impact men interested in building a career in more female-dominated sectors, perpetuating
the overall current lack of gender diversity, and fostering occupational segregation.
Stereotypes and discrimination, moreover, can have further negative impacts when paired
with prejudices against other specific groups of young people, such as the LGBTIQ+
community, young people with disabilities, or refugees. Indeed, lack of accessible
infrastructures, customised pathways for vulnerable groups, fair working conditions; as well
as structural obstacles such as the hidden costs of undertaking an apprenticeship (e.g.
costly tools and equipment), and employers’ attitudes towards young employees which are
not always inclusive or sensitive to ensuring that the work environment is welcoming, can
also have a detrimental effect on vulnerable youth. This further discourages them from
accessing apprenticeship opportunities, and damages the reputation of apprenticeships.

Enabling Conditions for Quality Apprenticeships
Representative structures for apprentices
Apprentices may be considered as either students or workers, or both, depending on the
country context. Representative structures for apprentices are therefore still uncommon.
Apprentices can be represented by trade unions or student unions, but the lack of specific
representatives bodies may hinder their chances to have their voice heard.
To improve the quality of apprenticeships, providing spaces for apprentices to highlight
issues and propose solutions, should become a key priority at national and European level.
Apprentices’ right to organise formal structures to protect their economic and social interests
should be respected and should entail the establishment of organised bodies with clear
internal processes and structures. Representative structures should be present at local,
regional, national and European level, with each level selecting its own representative(s) for
the following one. However, the establishment of these structures within companies and
sectors to ensure a more balanced relationship between apprentices and employers should
be fostered too. These structures should be democratic, inclusive, and representative of the
diversity of sectors where apprenticeships may take place. To this end, their establishment
could be the result of a joint effort between trade unions, student unions, chambers of
commerce, education providers, and youth organisations.

Promoting apprenticeships
Apprenticeships are often viewed by young people, parents, and society more generally, as
a less attractive or prestigious pathway for youth. According to a 2013 Eurobarometer, while
46% of young people reported having had a traineeship, only 26% declared to have
26
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undertaken an apprenticeship.
28
students.

Employers, moreover, report difficulties in attracting

Efforts to improve the image of apprenticeships, however, must be holistic. Promoting a
better narrative around apprenticeships can only succeed if paired with efforts to strengthen
their educational value, increase their quality and respect of apprentices’ social and labour
29
rights. Moreover, guidance to students should be provided as early as possible, by better
training teachers in schools, as too often the focus is on more traditional and formal
educational pathways, contributing to reinforcing the image of apprenticeships as a less
valuable or prestigious choice. Awareness-raising measures targeting young people, their
families and/or carers, and easier access to clear, understandable information on
30
apprenticeships and the benefits they can bring, are also necessary.

The role of youth organisations
Youth organisations can play a key role in promoting quality apprenticeships. Through their
outreach to young people, they can raise awareness about apprenticeships, and promote
them as valuable opportunities, including for those belonging to vulnerable and marginalised
groups.
Moreover, youth organisations have a key role to play in ensuring that young apprentices’
31
voices are heard in decisions that may directly affect them and their rights. Many youth
organisations already represent the interests of apprentices, and should therefore be actively
involved in the establishment and functioning of representative bodies for apprentices. In
particular, as National Youth Councils (NYCs) represent the consolidated voice of young
32
people through youth organisations and have a history of influencing institutions, they could
function as a model for representative bodies for apprentices, both in terms of democratic
structure and process. Representatives of the relevant NYCs could support the work of
apprentices bodies at national level, to ensure coordinated efforts, similar to the experience
33
of the European Apprentices Network. Moreover, representative bodies could be linked to
the relevant NYC, for example through membership. Coordination between representative
27
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bodies of apprentices and other representative structures such as trade unions and student
unions should also be fostered, including through the involvement of International
Non-Governmental Youth Organisations (INGYOs) and their members, to ensure coherence
and cooperation on transversal issues at local, national and European level.
Moreover, as non-formal education (NFE) providers, youth organisations play a key role in
providing young people, particularly the most vulnerable and marginalised, with new skills
34
and competences, beyond those acquired within formal education systems, Their role
should be further recognised by European governments, enabling individuals to obtain
35
recognition and validation of competences acquired through NFE. For EU Member States
this would entail implementation of the 2012 Council Recommendation on the Validation of
36
Non-Formal and Informal Learning.

Apprenticeships and Youth Unemployment
There is broad consensus that apprenticeships can ease young people’s transition from
education to the labour market, therefore tackling youth unemployment. Apprenticeships’
positive impact on unemployment, however, is closely linked to employers’ and VET
providers’ willingness to offer quality opportunities. This should also entail supporting
students with quality guidance and counselling from an early age; but also investing in
37
outreach strategies and awareness raising activities around apprenticeships. Moreover,
stronger efforts are required to increase the quality of apprenticeships by ensuring good
working conditions and making apprenticeship systems more inclusive.
However, while quality apprenticeships have the potential to increase employability,
apprenticeships alone cannot be the solution to youth unemployment. It is crucial to view
youth unemployment as a complex phenomenon, which requires a more comprehensive
approach, and a broader range of actions and policy measures. Labour market policies
ensuring the availability of quality entry-level jobs that will allow apprentices to find their
place in the labour market once their placement is over are equally essential. This should be
part of broader efforts to complement employment policies with reform of welfare and social
protection systems to ensure that all young people not only have access to quality training
38
and employment, but also to strong enough safety nets to be able to reach autonomy.
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Our Demands
The European Youth Forum calls on European governments, Member States of the
European Union, on the European Union institutions, and on employers and education
providers to put in place measures to address these challenges and ensure young people’s
access to quality apprenticeships. To this end, the European Youth Forum has identified the
following key actions and demands.
We call on European governments to:
●

●

●

●
●

●

●

Ensure that free, quality education is accessible to all young people, and that publicly
funded individualised support is available to more vulnerable and marginalised youth.
This should be complemented by fostering partnerships between formal education
providers and youth organisations; and by providing adequate information to young
students on educational opportunities other than university education, and the
necessary support to develop the competences to access them.
Provide financial incentives to employers to hire vulnerable youth, on the condition
that inclusive human resources and recruitment policies are in place, to ensure that
vulnerable young people can not only enter, but remain in the labour market.
Implement Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4), by ensuring free access to
quality and inclusive VET, without discrimination based on any ground leading to all
young people possessing the necessary skills to access quality jobs.
Provide guarantee of residence to ensure young people’s right to asylum through
39
their apprenticeships.
Ensure compulsory supervision and mentoring of apprentices by a trained supervisor
40
before, during and after the apprenticeship, and support from qualified teachers in
training institutions.
Establish and implement national quality frameworks on apprenticeships recognising
a set of social and labour rights applicable to all apprentices, and complementing
national labour laws. These frameworks should be based on the European Youth
41
Forum’s European Quality Charter on Internships and Apprenticeships. EU Member
States, should in addition take into consideration the 2018 Council Recommendation
42
for a European Framework on Quality and Effective Apprenticeships, .
Ensure that apprenticeships are always based on a written, legally binding
agreement, clearly setting out the rights and obligations of the employer, the
apprentice, and the educational or training institution, as well as a detailed
description of the apprenticeship and an individual learning plan developed with the

39
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●

●

●

●

apprentice.
Ensure that trainers are sufficiently supported to develop the necessary skills, both
pedagogical and practical, to train an apprentice, including by having access to
continuous re-training in accordance with the principle of lifelong learning.
43
Ensure that apprentices access the rights to decent remuneration, compensation for
costs incurred during the placement (e.g. housing, transport, equipment), and social
protection, and that they are fully covered by health and safety regulations in the
workplace throughout the entire duration of their placement.
Introduce legislation to ensure that apprenticeships count as working time giving rise
to pension entitlements, access to unemployment benefits, minimum income
schemes, as well as parental and sick leave.
Support the establishment of representative bodies, run by apprentices for
apprentices and recognise them as key stakeholders, along with social partners,
employers, education providers, and youth organisations, in all decisions concerning
apprenticeships.

We call on EU Member States to:
●
●
●

●

Implement Principle 1 of the European Pillar of Social Rights ensuring that everyone
has access to quality and inclusive education, training and lifelong learning.
Include apprenticeships in National Qualification Frameworks to ease the integration
of young people in the labour market and support youth mobility.
Better recognise the role of youth organisations as non-formal education providers
and as crucial actors in providing innovative and flexible education to all young
people, including by implementing the 2012 Council Recommendation on the
Validation of Non-Formal and Informal Learning.
Support mobility by ensuring apprentices’ easy access to visas.

We call on EU institutions to:
●
●

●

●

Continue fostering apprenticeship mobility in Europe by investing in programmes
such as ErasmusPro.
Invest in increasing the quality and inclusiveness of apprenticeships, including by
supporting pre-apprenticeship training programmes to help vulnerable and
marginalised young people acquire basic skills to be better prepared for
apprenticeships, through the European Social Fund and the upcoming European
Social Fund Plus.
Ensure that apprenticeships under the Youth Guarantee, as a key initiative targeting
young people in NEET situations, comply with minimum quality criteria as set out in
the European Quality Charter on Internships and Apprenticeships, and the Council
Recommendation for a European Quality Framework on Quality and Effective
Apprenticeships.
Foster cooperation at European and national level between relevant stakeholders,

43

According to the European Youth Forum’s European Quality Charter on Internships and Apprenticeships, fair
remuneration should not below the EU poverty line of 60% median income or national minimum wage, if more
favourable, in accordance to the tasks which are performed by the apprentice and to working hours. For more
information
see:
http://www.youthforum.org/assets/2013/10/059510_European_Quality_Charter_Internships_Apprenticeships_FINAL.pdf
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including youth organisations, social partners, employers, and VET providers, also
through existing structures such as the European Alliance for Apprenticeships, to
promote quality apprenticeships as a valuable choice for young people.
We call on employers and education providers to:
●
●

●
●

Increase cooperation to establish quality apprenticeship programmes.
Shape apprenticeship programmes around learning objectives, which include both
job-specific skills and transversal competences, developed with the active and
meaningful participation of the apprentice.
Invest in training and re-training of supervisors, mentors and teachers, on the basis of
the lifelong learning principle.
Establish representative structures for apprentices and ensure their meaningful
participation in governance and decision making processes.

We call on all governments, institutions and employers to:
●

●

●

●

●

●

Recognise that apprenticeships are first and foremost educational opportunities and
implement a learner-centred approach based on the best interests of the apprentice,
ensuring that apprentices develop a broad range of skills, and can have access to
higher education.
Ensure that evaluation processes are in place to monitor the progress of apprentices
in reaching their learning objectives, and that apprenticeships are certified by
competent bodies to ensure that the knowledge, skills and competences developed
lead to qualifications recognised at national and European level, according to
National Qualification Frameworks and the European Qualification Framework.
Ensure that easily accessible, understandable, youth-friendly information is made
readily available to young apprentices and their families, for them to fully understand
their rights and obligations, be aware of redress mechanisms, and be informed about
any health and safety risk posed to them while undertaking their apprenticeship.
Ensure that measures promoting apprenticeships do not deepen already existing
stereotypes, but rather ensure equal access to this type of work-based learning for
all, regardless of socio-economic background, ethnicity, age, gender or any other
status.
Recognise youth organisations as key stakeholders in European and national level
discussions around apprenticeships, alongside social partners, employers, and VET
providers, and involve them in awareness raising measures promoting
apprenticeships.
Adopt a holistic approach to tackling youth unemployment, by complementing efforts
to promote quality apprenticeships with employment measures focusing on fostering
job creation.
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