
www.lewisham.gov.uk 11

Deptford and New Cross in 2005 to 
give unemployed people the chance 
to gain basic qualifi cations in 
carpentry and joinery, electrical 
installation, painting and decorating, 
and plumbing.

Skills shortage
Although the syllabus includes 
theory, the focus is practical, with 
visits from employers, site tours and 
CV workshops as well as hands-on 
training. ‘The most popular course 
is plumbing,’ says Caroline 
Tomiczek, Construction Training 
Manager: ‘Everyone thinks plumbers 
earn the most money, but this isn’t 
necessarily true, as all trades are in 
demand.’ In addition to the core 
subjects, the course also provides 
fi rst aid training, the Construction 
Skills Health and Safety test 
(required by all employers in the 
industry) and even literacy and 
numeracy classes, which most 
students take advantage of. The 

course lasts six months and 
attendance is required for around 
three days a week. Some support is 
available for childcare and travel 
costs. Half of the students are 
Lewisham residents, with ages 
ranging from 18 to 50+. Around 80 
per cent are from ethnic minority 
groups and 33 per cent are women. 
‘There’s a big skill shortage to be 
met, but few in the industry 
currently come from these groups, 
as employers themselves have 
pointed out,’ says Caroline. 

Despite this wider imbalance, half 
of the CRS course tutors are women 
– a positive bonus, says Caroline: 
‘For a male trainee going into a new 
job it can change perceptions if their 
fi rst teacher was a woman.’ Though 
judging from plumbing student 
Susan’s work experience, the 
stereotypes are already changing: ‘I 
was panicking a bit that there would 
be negative vibes being a woman on 
site,’ admits Susan, ‘but there hasn’t 

been any at all. Everyone’s 
helpful and friendly and every day 
I learn something new – I’m like a 
sponge taking it all in!’

The tutors on the course have all 
worked in the trade and are also 

qualifi ed trainers, which Susan – 
like many students – found to be 
an excellent combination: ‘We 
had an amazing trainer, 
Fatima. She was very patient 

and explained things in a way 
you just got.’ This support, plus 

the course content itself, has already 
come in handy for Susan: ‘Doing the 
course at CRS prepared me for 
college. Before I went into the course 
I was 50/50 about going on to 
college, but afterwards I couldn’t 
wait to start.’ 

Work experience
Candice James was also doubtful 
when she began her painting and 
decorating course last year: ‘I 
thought ‘what have I let myself in 
for?’ but everyone was so supportive 
and Linda, our tutor, was very 
experienced.’ 

After the course the next step 
for most students is to do work 
experience. Finding a placement 
is usually diffi cult because of the 
oversubscribed places and the 
catch-22 situation where you need 
experience to be given work 
experience. However, doing the 
CRS course makes fi nding a work 
placement easier. Candice is now 
waiting to hear if she has been 

accepted on a placement and is 
feeling confi dent about going on 
to do a further course: ‘CRS has 
defi nitely been an eye-opener. I 
thought I couldn’t do it but I have, 
and I’ve faced up to my maths and 
English obstacles, too. I feel ready 
to study at a higher level now.’ 

The CRS courses have a high 
student retention rate of 80 per cent, 
helped greatly by a relaxed, friendly 
atmosphere. For Amanda Donnelly, 
who has just fi nished her electrical 
installation course, this was a vital 
aspect of the whole experience: ‘The 
group was brilliant. Young, old, 
black or white – everyone just got 
on and we’re all still in touch.’ 
Amanda’s now looking forward to 
seeing some familiar faces when she 
starts her City & Guilds course in 
September and says she’s so glad 
she did the CRS training: ‘If you can, 
do it – it really gives you confi dence.’

The CRS training centres are now 
widening their involvement in 
Lewisham, with a work experience 
programme for local pupils 
(including women) as well as taster 
days for community groups such as 
refugee women. And of course they 
are waiting for their next term of 
eager trainees to make their fi rst 
step on the skills ladder.
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Susan Robinson had 
always dreamed 
of being a 

plumber, so when she 
was made redundant 
from her receptionist job 
she thought ‘nothing’s 
stopping me now’. Today 
Susan is on a work placement 

and looking forward to 
starting her second year at 

college in September, where 
she’s studying for a City & 

Guilds in plumbing. ‘I can’t 
stop smiling,’ she says. 

It’s all thanks to the 
helping hand of an 

initiative that provides 
free six-month courses 
in skilled trades. 

The scheme was 
introduced at the 

Construction Related 
Skills (CRS) 

training 
centres in 

Amanda Donnelly 
enjoyed her course in 
electrical installation

Candice James 
has just finished a 
course in painting 
and decorating

learning a trade

The Construction Related Skills 
training centres are based in Deptford 
Strand, London SE8 and Desmond 
Street, London SE14. If you’re 
interested in applying for a course, 
call 020 8692 1999.

WANT TO KNOW MORE?

for the future
If you fancy becoming 
a plumber, electrician or 
carpenter, here’s your chance

Susan Robinson 
is doing a work 
placement on a 

building site

10 www.lewisham.gov.uk


