
May 2018  Retail Jeweller   29 

CAREERS 



Th e trade’s young dream
As Retail Jeweller honours this year’s 30 Under 30 Rising Stars, Rachael Taylor looks at how 
various institutions and training courses are helping to provide the trade’s next wave of talent

T
he jewellery business has a 
rich history of embedding 
young people in the trade, 
from the medieval apprentices 

of Th e Goldsmiths’ Company who were 
quite literally tied to the benches (they 
had to sleep beneath them and were 
only released on Sundays for church) 
to the well-known boot-straps success 
stories of some of the most famous 
jewellers in the world. Stephen Webster, 
Shaun Leane, Glenn Spiro, Laurence 
Graff  and the Queen’s personal jeweller 
Harry Collins all started out as teenage 
apprentices in Hatton Garden.

Th is tradition has continued, 
and even gathered pace in the 
past few years, as government 
levies make taking on apprentices 
more attractive for businesses, and 
jewellery and watch educational 
establishments expand and improve.

Th e British School of Watchmaking 
in Manchester become the fi rst 
educator in Europe to off er the WOSTEP 
(Watchmakers of Switzerland Training 
and Educational Program) 1,800-hour 
course, which welcomed its fi rst students 
this January. General manager James 

Robinson says the one-year full-time 
course, which it now off ers alongside 
its more advanced 3,000-hour two-year 
WOSTEP course, has been gaining 
a lot interest from retailers that can 
perhaps aff ord to lose a member of 
staff  for a year, but for which a two-year 
absence would be “unsustainable”.

Th e British Academy of Jewellery (BAJ), 
which has up to 200 students studying at 
locations in London and Birmingham, 
is also extending its off er. Th e Academy 
currently off ers diplomas, short courses, 
summer courses and apprenticeship 
programmes, but in 2019 it will launch 
a bachelor’s degree in partnership with 
Kingston University London. Th is is still 
subject to validation, but BAJ head of 
school Sofi e Boons is confi dent it will go 
ahead, putting the Academy in competition 
with other universities off ering dedicated 
undergraduate jewellery degrees such as 
Birmingham City University, University of 
Hertfordshire, the University of Dundee, 
University of the Arts London, Glasgow 
School of Art and Central Saint Martins.

“Th e bachelor’s degree will be slightly 
more academic,” Boons says of the 
new course. “Th ere will still be a focus 

“I want the kids 
to see that this 
is not beyond 
the realms of 
possibility. You 
can make a 
decent living 
with your 
hands”
Chris Oliver 
The Goldsmiths’ Centre 
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on technical skills, but it will be more 
research-based. Th ey will have to write 
dissertations, and we will expect to see 
research and questioning of materials.”

At the other end of the academic scale, Th e 
Goldsmiths’ Centre in London is targeting 
young school leavers – those aged 16 
and upwards. Last year, it hired a youth 
development and engagement offi  cer, 
Maggie Connolly, who was previously 
the learning programme co-ordinator at 
art gallery Th e Tate. Her remit is to get 
young people excited about a career in 
the jewellery industry and raise awareness 
of it among school-age children.

“Th e last fi ve Saturdays, we’ve had 
kids from diff erent schools in London 
come in to do hand engraving,” says Th e 
Goldsmiths’ Centre head of professional 
training Chris Oliver. “I want the kids 
to see that this is not elitist, not beyond 
the realms of possibility. You can make 
a decent living with your hands.”

For those who get the bug from these, 
and other, taster sessions, the next step is 
to sign up for a Foundation Programme, 
which is a year-long full-time course for 
16- to 19-year-olds that teaches traditional 

Students take part in The Goldsmiths’ Centre 
Foundation Programme for 16 to 19-year-olds
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hand skills. After honing the basics on 
the benches at The Goldsmiths’ Centre, 
many will go on to become apprentices 
in the trade. Oliver says that 87% of the 
10 students it takes on every year for 
this course have gone on to work in 
the industry. One day, they might even 
return to The Goldsmiths’ Centre to 
take up a space on its three-year Setting 
Out programme, which gives aspiring 
independent jewellers subsidised rent on 
one of the Centre’s commercial workspaces, 
as well as access to training workshops

This is the dream pathway for any 
young aspiring craftsperson, but it is not 
just about convincing the kids – there’s 
also the parents. “We need to assure mum 
and dad that there is a career at the end 
of this, which is why having commercial 
workshops in the same building is a huge 
benefit,” says Oliver. “We can explain 
that there are 25 business employing 80 
people, paying wages and mortgages. For 
every parent, that’s the main concern.”

Jewellery schools and apprenticeship 
programmes do often attract younger 
applicants than universities, which can 
carry its own complexities (although 
this doesn’t affect the British School of 
Watchmaking, where teens learn side by 
side with students in their 50s, making 
the average student age somewhere in 
the mid-20s). As well as making sure 
courses are set up in a way to keep young 
minds from wandering, there are practical 
considerations like providing maths and 
English lessons. The law now dictates 
that any young person in education who 
has not achieved at least a C grade in 
these subjects must keep studying them 
until the age of 18. This has led the BAJ 
to hire English and maths teachers. 

“It is a legal requirement, but we are 
advocates of it as, in jewellery, you need to 
be able to communicate with customers, so 
your English has to be good, and you need 
to be up on your maths to deal with gold 
prices and measurements,” says Boons.

While much of the aspirational imagery 
being produced by the jewellery 
schools shows hard-working teens on 
benches, being a jeweller is not the only 

way to work in jewellery, and courses 
and apprenticeships are expanding 
to accommodate those who would 
prefer to work in shops or offices.

“We offer online JET courses that 
are modular, allowing the young person 
to select the appropriate module, 
such as general jewellery knowledge 
and an introduction to the industry 
and hallmarking, or retail-orientated 
sections or, more recently, about 
design and manufacturing processes,” 
says National Association of Jewellers 
industry ambassador Lindsey Straughton. 
“Additionally, at the Loughborough 
Conference in late September, young 
individuals can do a two-day introduction 
to valuing with expert lecturers.”

As well as offering bachelor degree 
courses in jewellery making and horology, 
the School of Jewellery at Birmingham 
City University also runs a degree course 
titled International Jewellery Business, 
which it launched in September last year. 

“It’s for people who love jewellery, but 
who don’t have the skills to make it,” says 
marketing and communications officer 
Ed Pearson, who says a delegation of 
students from the course travelled over 
to Italian trade show Vicenzaoro to get 
a better understanding of branding and 
marketing in the sector. “We also looked at 
[Meghan Markle’s] royal engagement ring 
and what effect that would have across 
the industry to help them predict market 
trends. It is theory-based. You can see 

more courses like that in general across 
the industry, such as fashion promotion.”

The BAJ also tries to introduce more 
business-focused topics to its traditional 
jewellery courses, such as adding 
modules like photography and website 
building. “We don’t teach them how to 
become a photographer, and not every 
setter will know how to make their own 
website, but they will know how to talk 
to people who do, so they can ask for 
what they want and make sure they are 
paying the right price,” says Boons.

Although the number of jewellery courses 
on offer is expanding, as are outreach 
programmes to raise awareness of 
jewellery as a career path, there is 
a danger of flooding the industry 
by widening the scope too much, 
believes Robinson. The British School 
of Watchmaking only takes on eight 
students per class, and he can’t see it 
expanding beyond that any time soon. 

“As it stands, the courses are full and 
100% of our graduates get employed in 
the watch industry, and that’s where 
it should be,” he says. “We’ve seen a 
lot of expansion in the industry over 
the past couple of years, turning the 
UK into the world’s fourth top market, 
so the service industry is going to go 
up and up, but we wouldn’t want to 
expand unless it was sustainable.”

But, as for the industry as a whole 
and the career opportunities it has to 
offer young people, that is sustainable. 
Still high from Birmingham School of 
Jewellery students winning 11 awards 
at the Goldsmiths’ Craft & Design 
Council Awards, scooping the university 
the coveted College Trophy, Pearson 
says: “Parents can look at people 
doing art degrees and wonder what 
they’re going to do afterwards, but with 
jewellery there is a roaring trade.” l

87% of the 10 students 
that The Goldsmiths’ 
Centre enrols on 
its Foundation 
Programme go on to 
work in the industry

“We don’t teach 
[students] how 
to become a 
photographer 
or make their 
own website, 
but they will 
know how to 
talk to people 
who do”
Sofie Boons BAJ


