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1. Summary of the problem
‘Describe to me the M & S store of the future.’
This question was put to me in a recent interview I had for a part-time shop assistant position at my local Marks & Spencer store.
I hadn’t prepared for such a searching question in an interview for a Saturday job stacking shelves but there it was.
Afterwards it made me think how businesses must be so agile to respond to an ever-changing society and how they expected the same agility of thought from even the most junior members of their team.
It also made me reflect on my school education and wonder whether the National Curriculum was also looking towards the needs of the future workforce in the same way as a business must. Was the National Curriculum as agile and forward-thinking as the employers it funnelled its students towards?
Even as a child, I always felt there was a disconnect between the subjects taught at school and the outside world. How was algebra or the periodic table going to help me in my day-to-day life – most of the facts taught did not feel relevant or useful.
Therefore, my problem definition is as follows:
‘Are the current compulsory GCSE subjects enough to meet the needs of employers in 2023 and more importantly the needs of the employers in 2033?’
This is a critical question for our society and if answered in the right way could have huge potential social value by ensuring our school-leavers skills are correctly aligned with the needs of the workforce of the future.
“Many businesses are worried that… hiring a young person is a risky move… Firms need young people that are resilient, good communicators and understand how to work as part of a team.

This isn’t about pointing the finger at young people – it is a joint responsibility between businesses, the education system and government to provide the right skills and support that young people need to make it in the world of work.” (“Developing the Talents of the next Generation – British Chamber of Commerce Report”)
In 2014 a survey of 3,000 employers was carried out by the British Chamber of Commerce to find out what their attitudes towards young people were, and why they are less willing to hire them. (“Developing the Talents of the next Generation – British Chamber of Commerce Report”)
Its headline finding was that 88% of firms believe that school leavers are not prepared for work. A shocking statistic. This included mainly a lack of soft skills (57%) including communication.
The key recommendation from the report was that stronger links between businesses and education providers were needed.
Fast forward to 2022 – has this happened?
I would say this hasn’t happened – the National Curriculum remains mainly unchanged with the same compulsory core subjects all students must take at GCSE – Maths, English, Science and in Wales, Welsh.
There has been a recent announcement on education by the UK prime minister Rishi Sunak where he has proposed making the study of mathematics compulsory for all students in England up to the age of 18, to help young people “in a world where data is everywhere and statistics underpin every job”. However, this does not impact on GCSE’s and seems to be directed to a short-term need in the workforce rather than looking at the future needs. Yes, data is important in the current workplace, but data driven jobs are first in line to be replaced by automation.
I would argue the skills education should be looking to engender are the soft skills highlighted in the 2014 report which will be of critical importance for the jobs remaining once the workforce has been automated.
Should the National Curriculum introduce additional compulsory subjects that could specifically meet these needs?


2. Pitch
I would argue there is one subject that specifically meets the needs of employers which is identified in the BCC 2014 report. This subject is drama.
I therefore ask – should drama be a compulsory subject at GCSE?
This may be a controversial question, especially as Drama is not regarded as one of the ‘traditional’ academic subjects. However, when I examined the skills that drama specifically teaches, it became clear that they were a perfect match for the skills required by the workforce of the next decade.
Deloitte analysts estimated that soft skill intensive occupations will account for two-thirds of all jobs by 2030, compared to half of all jobs in 2000. The number of jobs in soft-skill intensive occupations is expected to grow at 2.5 times the rate of jobs in other occupations. (“Soft Skills for Business Success | Deloitte Australia | Deloitte Access Economics, Human Capital”)
The reason for this is the growth of artificial intelligence which will in turn automate and digitize working practices.
It has been calculated that 30% of working time could be automated by 2030. (Manyika and Sneader)
This makes exclusively human soft skills that machines cannot replace, increasingly vital for the employees of the next decade.
The soft skills required by the future workforce are set out in a recent publication by Bernard Marr. (Marr, “The Top 10 Most In-Demand Skills for the next 10 Years”)(Marr, Future Skills)
He identifies critical thinking, emotional intelligence, creativity, collaboration, flexibility and leadership skills of critical importance in the jobs of the future.
Drama is underpinned by developing the skill of emotional intelligence. To act you need to be able to empathise with your character to see the world from their perspective, and also the ability to empathise with the other characters in order to create a story which shows relationships that are true to life or the story being told, which is a key component of emotional intelligence. 
Drama also teaches critical thinking skills, by studying scripts, language and texts from a variety of time periods, for example, ’Ancient Greece,’ ‘contemporary’ work or 20th century work like ‘Oscar wilde.’ By studying these texts you will learn, analyse and understand the perspective of many different characters and have the ability to approach common situations from several angles, which is not only beneficial in critical thinking skills but also in going into the world with the ability to understand how it may work for others and not just yourself. 
Drama is a creative exercise – from improvisation skills to problem solving this is a daily exercise when working in a drama group. You can either be creating a whole play from scratch or interpreting an existing play – either requires a great deal of creative thought or solving the problems of how to stage it through to how to interpret the characters. The rehearsal process of producing or creating a piece of work is intensive and rigorous, requiring a level of resilience and determination. key values for the workforce. There is nothing quite as intense a collaborative process as drama. You often spend hours working very closely with a small group of people which inevitably sharpens a whole range of interpersonal skills.
Nothing teaches flexibility or mental resilience like drama – the ability to think on your feet on stage when things go wrong and crucially the ability to bounce-back from every unsuccessful audition. As with most of its lessons, these skills learnt in drama can be brutal but so can life and the workplace.
Finally, leadership skills – leadership is about good communication, having confidence, being creative & adaptable, being able to empathise with your team, take initiative and have a strong work ethic.
Drama teaches all these essential leadership skills in an intense and most importantly in a real way. Drama doesn’t teach the skills in theory – it forces you to put them into practice daily until they become part of who you are.
To test my theory, I intend to conduct a survey online of 107 small to medium size businesses and collate their responses in this issue.






3. Findings of the feedback
I have conducted my survey on “survey monkey,” which is a widely used website that is a global leader in survey software, allowing me the ability to target my survey to a particular audience of small to medium sized businesses. There was an equal mix of male and female business owners and a range of ages, to obtain equally divided  answers between. I feel it gives a fair reflection of the views of small to medium sized business owners in today's workplace. (SurveyMonkey)
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The first question I asked was how important soft skills are in the business’s workforce now. 80% stated that they either strongly agreed (43%) or agreed (37%) that soft skills were important. This is an overwhelming vote in favour of the importance of soft skills in business now.
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The second question was how important soft skills will be in their workforce in ten years’ time. Interestingly although the same percentage strongly agreed (43%) as to their importance, only 30% also agreed making the total positive response 73% compared to 80% above. This maybe that the surveyed businesses are considering a workplace where many of the jobs have been automated this making soft skills less important across their overall workforce – but perhaps forgetting that the remaining human employees will be prized much more on their soft skills than the technical abilities of their robotic peers.
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I then asked whether they considered school -leavers joining their business had soft skills – only 26% said ‘a lot’, the remaining 74% said only moderately through to none. There is certainly a skills gap when it comes to soft skills amongst today’s school-leavers which is worrying when 80% of businesses in this survey stated that they considered their workforce having soft skills was important.
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Another question asked was whether the compulsory GCSE’s should be increased to improve school leavers soft skills. 58% either strongly agreed (27%) or agreed (31%). This is a striking statistic and clearly shows that business owners do not consider that reading, writing, science & mathematics are enough to meet their needs. Only 6% disagreed (5%) or strongly disagreed (1%).
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I then asked more specifically should a subject be introduced at GCSE which would teach soft skills to school-leavers. Almost two-thirds of the responses (64%) either agreed (37%) or strongly agreed (27%). Only 8% disagreed (7%) or strongly disagreed (1%). This is a clear vote by business -owners that there should be a compulsory subject at GCSE’s which teaches soft skills.
I also asked the business-owners to rank in importance to their workforce various skills which consisted of a mix of soft skills and the more traditional academic skills such as scientific knowledge and mathematics. The top five skills ranked were comprised of four soft skills and only one academic skill with critical thinking the outright winner with 62% of the business owners putting this as their top skill required, second was emotional intelligence at 45%, then reading & writing at 44%, collaboration at 33% and creativity at 29%. Again, these results are striking as it shows a complete disconnect between the skills valued by employers and those valued by our current education system.
Finally, I asked which subject would be most effective in teaching school-leavers soft skills. Out of a choice of seven subjects all taught at GCSE, Drama was chosen the most with 34% of the business owners ranking it the best of the seven subjects to teach soft skills to school-leavers.
The above is a clear vote from our current small to medium business owners that our education system needs to be focusing on soft skills at least as much as the academic ones and arguably even more than the academic ones in order to provide a workforce which is fit for purpose for today’s employers. One big step in the right direction would be to make Drama compulsory at GCSE so that students can start honing the skills so clearly desired by the employers of the future.
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