4

The Guardian | Tuesday 7 June 2011

EducationGuardian Further

If the overalls fit

Colleges report a sharp
increase in people signing
up tolearn a trade, and a lot
of the recruits are women

Louise Tickle

Remember the joke, “how many women
does it take to change a lightbulb?” Well,
forgetthe old punchline. The new answer
appears to be “just one, and she’ll charge
youa £40 callout fee”.

Coll s

in students signing up to learn how to be
an electrician, decorator, mechanic or
builder, and much of the increase seems
to be down to female students. Far more
womenarenow choosing totrainin these
trades, rejecting the more tradxtlonally
“fernale” roles ofhai

care worker or beautician.

“Welding and fabrication is absolutely
booming,” says Andy Dawson, assistant
director of manufacturingand technology
atPreston College. All his welding courses
arefulland he’srecently had toput ontwo
more - also running at capacity.

Overall applications for Preston
College’s mechamcal engineering and
electric up50%
0on 2010. Bournemouth and Poole college
has 17% more enrolled on painting and
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decorating courses this year d
with last, and Harlow College is this year
processmg more than double the numbex

painter and

1t received for entry in September 2010.
Ask students why they’re choosing to
train for th Harlow
principal Colin Hindmarsh, says, is that
“these students are thinking about their
future and doing something about it”.
“The labour market for the under-24s
1 . We ingthat ourstudent:
areb jal, th
want to be in charge of their own destiny

and thesesorts of vocati
themtosetup their ownbusinesses. They
can be self-employed and self-reliant.

“Inthe current climate, without getting
a high-level qualification in a trade like
welding, they don’t think they will geta
job,” says Dawson.

The rapid rise in the cost of a degree
may well be playing a part, says Michael
Grange at Derby College. “With universi-
ties charging higher fees, we seem to be

Kerry Isom likes the work for its

attracting the better students; certainly
the ones who apply have better qualifica-
tions and are more focused.”

“We’ve had asignificantincreaseinthe
number of women on thiskind of course,”
says Hindmarsh, “most noticeably in
painting and decorating. At level 2, two
thirds of our students are female.”

At Bournemouth and Poole College,
head of construction Mark Loose says the
number of women doing painting and
decoratingisupby30%. AtPreston college,
Dawson says that whereas a few years ago
six or seven girls might have done welding
and fabricationand motor vehicle courses,
thisyearit’s40t050. Newcastlecollegehas
takenonitsfirst
tice, and hopes more will apply.

JRE
and recently won

young painter of the year

that maybeattractingmore womenas the
perception of traditional trades changes
from blue collar to “green collar”.

Wines also notes that female plumbers
or electricians have an interesting market
advantage: hiring a woman for work in the
home can be reassuring for older people, or
womenlivingalone, which, hesays, “creates
aniche for afemale tradesperson”.

But are there jobs to be had in sectors
that have always employed men and may
bereluctant to take ona woman, no matter
howwell qualified? Accordingto TonyJoyce,
head of construction at Tresham College,
“the ities need more tising
from the construction industry.”

Theinformal way in which recruitment
often happens in vocational trades still

numbers, says Linda Clarke, professor of
Europeanindustrial relations at Westmin-
ster University. “If you go into colleges,
there’s a far higher proportion of women
training than you’ll find actually work-
ingin the labour market,” she says. “And
Idon’t see that changing very much.”

Competency not gender
HoweveratNewcastle College, Colin Stott,
director of the National Construction
Academy, says thatin hisexperience, com-
Ppanies are more interested in someone’s
competencies than their gender. “Many
[women] have had success as finalists in
national competitions and the majority
have found employment following com-
pletion of their course,” he says.

Dawson confirms this: “Particularly in
motor vehicle, females are as good if not
better. And their work ethicis oﬁen very

Isom’sworkis, says hertutor, “ good. Theyseem
andwonhen]-ne]uhnstone’syoungpamter
oftheyearawa:dlast

Twasn’t more methodi

doing the tasks and, particularly in the
16-18 agerange, abit more mature. They’re

first,” she says. “But Ihke the fact you're
not behind a desk, and you can see what
you’ve done. Painting’s quite relaxing!”
Isom wants to travel and knows she’s
got askill that will make her good money
around the world.
Ruth Brough, 49,is currently studymgto
and with
New Career Skills. Changing careers and
lookingto "make themost ofthe restofmy
workinglife” sheh

al and are very keen.”
Says Loose: “They have proved to be
morec
— often their drawing skills are better,
theirattention todetail, and they’remuch
calmer. Girls tend to get to a higher level.
They have done particularly well in the
three years.”
The pay forsome: tradesisafarcry from
therelativelylo
care workers and beauty therapists.
he constructionofthe

dec theboy:

amarket niche where she can work in the

BBC’s new Manchester home would, says

For Kerry Isom, 22, just
second year as a painting and decorating
apprentice at Bournemouth and Poole
College, the motivation comes from the
creanwtyshemnbnngtoherwork and ]Db
satisfaction. Gt herlocal

practicalway Dawson, be “earning! E;o 000and
live the lifestyle she beli in. £50,000”. And can
Plumbersand electriciansarenowhav-  pullin £650a week.

Stott that dayshe’salso

ingtogettogrips withgreen tech:
and more stringent health and safety reg-
ulations, says the chief executive of New
Career Skills, Steven Wines -an evolution

able to ;ecruit female tutors, which, in
turn, transforms the career expectations
of all students, male and female.



