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Jill Whittaker FIH is Managing Director 
and co-Founder of HIT Training. She is an award- 
winning director and has worked in the UK adult 
education sector specialising in apprenticeships 
and skills, for the last 20 years. 

Jill entered the Institute in 2019. In this special edi-
tion of the Fellows Broadsheet, Jill considers the 
role and importance of apprenticeships in the UK 
and across the English Channel in France. 

In the last five years, France has seen a 180% in-
crease, from 250,000 to over 700,000, in the num-
ber of apprenticeships, whilst UK government sta-
tistics show that there has been a steady decline 
in participation since a high of 908,700 in 2016/17. 

According to explore education statistics, this 
is “driven by a rapid decline in participation 
at intermediate level”, which is the entry lev-
el for most job roles equating to GCSE level.  
 
However, it has been offset to some extent by an 
increase in higher apprenticeships at foundation 
degree, graduate degree, and master’s degree lev-
els, which have become available in recent years. 
Apprentice participation in the first quarter of the 
academic year 2021/22 is 555,900.

So, what are the differences between  
apprenticeships  in the UK and France?  
 
 
 
 
 
 

•	 In France, an apprentice is defined as a young 
professional who follows a training programme 
that draws on an alternation of work-based, 
in-company training and school-based train-
ing. In England, the programme is open to peo-
ple of all ages, and the in-company training is 
combined with either day, or block release, or 
additional work-based learning provided by a 
training provider or an employer provider. The 
English system is more flexible to the needs of 
both apprentice and employer, but the ability 
to be slightly less formal may impact on the 
benefits perceived by the parent generation, 
who see college as a better route to education. 

•	 In France, the concept of apprenticeship 
is defined by law in the remit of the appren-
ticeship contract, ‘Contrat d’Apprentissage’ 
and the professionalisation contract ‘Con-
trat de Professionalisation’, which are the 
two main apprenticeship schemes in France. 
The former is the employment contract, the 
latter the apprenticeship training contract. 
Similar contracts exist in the English system. 

•	 The ‘Contrat d’Apprentissage’ is a specific 
type of employment contract that has been 
available in France since 1919. It was modified 
and redefined in 2018. The ‘Contrat de Pro-
fessionnalisation’ has existed in France since 
2004. Prior to that, there was a very similar 
scheme called the ‘Contrat de Qualification’. 
The French system is long established with 
minimal changes for many years. The English 
system has been subject to many changes, 
and some employers, parents and potential 
apprentices find the changes challenging to 
keep up with.
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•	 As in England, apprenticeships exist for ap-
prentices aged 16+, although unlike England 
the majority of apprentices are under 30. In 
addition, in France apprenticeships are avail-
able at upper secondary school level. This 
is not the case in England. The French sys-
tem allows for and encourages movement 
between levels of apprenticeships and into 
higher education, and whilst this is also pos-
sible in England, it is less well understood. 

•	 International mobility is not a primary fo-
cus of English apprenticeships, whereas it 
is a priority in France. The French Cham-
bers of Commerce and Industry (CCI), act as 
contact point for trans-national apprentice-
ship projects, such as the Erasmus+ funded  
“Movil App” projects that support the mobility 
of apprentices. England has left the Erasmus+ 
programme, and a fledgling project named 
The Turing Scheme was launched in 2021.  

•	 More French apprenticeships are at higher 
levels; England has until recently had a strong 
history in intermediate-entry level apprentice-
ships. There has been a decline in intermedi-
ate apprenticeships in recent years. Particular-
ly since the introduction of the apprenticeship 
levy, with English employers choosing to invest 
in management and senior level apprentice-
ships, and to provide shorter, often, internal 
training schemes for their staff. This is expe-
ditious for the employer but may not always 
provide transferable skills for the apprentice. 

UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson MP has had little 
to say about the importance of apprenticeships in 
recent months. 
 
Emmanuel Macron, the President of France, is a 
great supporter of the scheme, saying: “Led by 
Government, in addition to the apprentices, there 
are three partners who make apprenticeships work: 

•	 the employer, who gives their time and exper-
tise to further the learning and professionalism 
of the apprentice

•	 academic partners, for their input into skills 
and knowledge

•	 the family and the young people for inquiring 
into this method of learning.

 
The apprenticeships are defined by the leaders 
in that profession. We must mobilise together, to 
convince parents and prospective apprentices 
that an apprenticeship is a route of excellence.  
 
To convince other businesses that apprentice-
ships are a great way to further the career of the 
apprentices and to benefit the business with their 
expertise, and to show that all such programmes 
of study are a route to excellence. Apprenticeships 
are one of the platforms that have allowed us to 
resist during the crisis.”

There are lessons here: minimal change, the active 
support of leaders and better understanding of an 
established system by all those involved, can lead 
to great results, even in a period of crisis.
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ied career, including experience in the not-for-
profit and private sectors, and for the last 20 
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In 2006, Jill co-founded HIT Training Ltd together 
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