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Degree Apprenticeships - a win-win model? A comparison of policy

aims with the expectations and experiences of apprentices

This article compares policy aims with experiences following the introduction of a new
model for STEM apprenticeships in the UK. Degree apprentices work while studying for
a degree, undertaking work-based learning and attending on-campus classes. Specifically,
this study explores an implementation in Scotland, where computing degrees are designed
and delivered through partnerships between employers, universities, and the Scottish
Government’s skills agency, Skills Development Scotland. This collaboration is designed
to bridge employer-reported skills gaps and to bring about an increase in highly-skilled
workers. To examine the policy implementation behind the new degrees, a review was
conducted of the policy documents that framed their introduction, including texts from
university and employer websites promoting apprenticeships. The apprentices’
perspectives, barely addressed in the policy documents, were examined through surveys
and narrative interviews. The policy documents positioned the new degrees as a ‘win-
win’ opportunity for employer-led higher education, and the apprentices recognised and
valued the opportunity to undertake a work-based degree. However, underneath the
superficial win-win narrative a complex implementation landscape was observed for
employers, apprentices, and universities. Understanding these stakeholder contexts is

essential for the longer term sustainability of degree apprenticeships.

Keywords: work-based learning; work-integrated learning; graduate

apprenticeship; degree apprenticeship; computing

Introduction

For many, higher education is seen as a gateway to a well-paid career through the
human capital bestowed by a degree (Schultz 1961), with universities functioning to
provide a supply chain of skilled graduates for employers (Wilson 2012). In practice,
the interface between higher education and the graduate workplace is complex, with
employers influencing the curriculum by liaising with universities directly or through
professional bodies (Hordern 2014). As a response to employers’ concerns about skills
shortages (Smithers 2016), a new UK Government policy on degree apprenticeships

was introduced as a purposeful approach to higher-level skills development directly



focused on employers’ needs (Institute for Apprenticeships 2017).

While the drivers for these new degrees are similar across the UK, their
implementation differs in terms of the responsibilities of the various actors involved:
employers, higher education institutions (HEIs), and funding bodies. England was first
to launch degree apprenticeships, in 2015, and the policy implementation there has
recently been reviewed (Policy Connect 2019; Powell 2019). This work responds to the
need to investigate and reflect upon the distinct Scottish policy implementation, which
commenced in 2017. This is pursued through analysis of published policy documents
and websites, together with empirical research examining the situated perspectives of
the first apprentices at a Scottish university. Understanding implementation is important
since the policy represents significant funding, and implies a potentially disruptive
approach to higher education, with employers having greater influence over the

curriculum than in other education policy models (Hordern 2014).

Models for degree apprenticeships

Predating graduate apprenticeships, employers and HEIs have a long history of
collaboration on work-based learning courses that create workplace learning
opportunities (Boud and Solomon 2001) and acknowledge this by means of academic
credit (Feldmann and Sprafke 2015; Mulkeen et al. 2017). Curriculum development in
these contexts has previously been, in the main, the domain of HEIs (Hordern 2014).
However, such curricula and interventions have not led to sufficient graduates having,
for example, the STEM skills that employers argue are required (Shadbolt 2016;
Wakeham 2016). The challenges of constant technological evolution (e.g., Radermacher
and Walia 2013), combined with a decline in employer training investments (Green et

al. 2016), mandated a new approach to address the STEM skills gap.



The degree apprenticeship agenda in the UK aims to improve the match between
graduates’ skills and employers’ needs (BIS 2016; Lambert 2016), while capitalising on
the generally favourable public opinion of apprenticeship models of education and
training (Hodgson, Spours, and Smith 2017). The Richard Review (2012) suggested
ways to adapt the apprenticeship concept to contemporary needs and create “clear,
effective and trusted qualifications” (p6), funded through a training levy. The
apprenticeship levy (0.5 per cent of salary costs paid by all employers with an annual
pay bill of over £3 million) was introduced across the UK from April 2017 (Powell and
Walsh 2018). The thrust of degree apprenticeships was for apprentices to obtain a
degree, rather than an ‘equivalent’ qualification (Policy Connect 2019). The levy would
fund these employer-led degree apprenticeships.

In England, apprenticeship policy implementation involves employers
specifying the skills they need and collaboratively creating the apprenticeship standards
(lists of required competencies) that guide assessment in each subject (Hodgson et al.
2017; Institute for Apprenticeships 2017). Employers negotiate with HEIs to implement
specific degree apprenticeships (Powell and Walsh 2018). There have been some
implementation challenges, including concerns about the ability of employers to design
courses (Mulkeen et al. 2017). More specifically, Bathmaker (2013) found a range of
concerns about the dominant role of employers in designing vocational qualifications in
England, including an emphasis on generic skills rather than knowledge. To counteract
concerns around the extent to which employers influence courses, Bravenboer (2016)
recommends that universities should not be excluded from the process of framework
development. In Germany, a similar disconnect between educational institutions and
industry led to a re-examination of work-based learning and the emergence of the

German Dual Apprenticeship System (Gessler and Howe 2015). Gessler and Howe



recommend an approach which aggregates employers’ skills demands in order to
identify an overarching definition of occupational competence. This aggregation
manages multiple employer voices with a view to ensuring that no single specific
workplace context dictates the work-based learning activity. This is akin to the policy

implementation approach in Scotland.

Policy implementation actors and agencies

While policy implementation researchers have debated intensely the merits of top-
down, bottom-up, or synthesised approaches, there is as yet no widely agreed theoretical
approach to conducting policy implementation studies (Hupe 2014). With relevance to
this study specifically, no conclusion has been drawn about how layers of
implementation are best considered (Goggins et al. 1990; Hill and Hupe 2014). The aim
of the policy on apprenticeships is a normative type, namely the expression of an ideal
to be realised through implementation (Hupe and Hill 2016). This work aims to
compare policy aims with practice, and as such is a mainstream study with a
“downward” theoretical approach (Hupe 2014, 170). Analysis of policy implementation
should start with the identification of actors and agencies (Hjern 1982; Pulzl and Treib
2017) forming the structures within which policy execution occurs (Sabatier 1991). We
started by identifying the agents and actors responsible for the Scottish policy
implementation, represented in the structure shown in Figure 1, with each agency’s
responsibilities noted. Degree apprenticeships are termed Graduate Apprenticeships and
are designed and implemented through a partnership of skills agency Skills

Development Scotland (SDS), employers, and HEISs.
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Figure 1: Overview of policy implementation actors and agents

SDS brings employers together to develop the frameworks (currently 12, in
mostly STEM areas) that define the apprenticeships (SDS 2018). These frameworks are
the aggregation of multiple voices. In the case of computing, previously accredited
course outlines were adopted from the Tech Partnership, an established employer
network (Tech Partnership Degrees 2019).

HEIs bid competitively for apprenticeship places on these frameworks and are
awarded funded places by SDS. HEIs then develop courses aligned to the frameworks,
and promote these to employers and potential apprentices. Employers can recruit
individuals directly into an apprentice role or identify potential apprentices from
amongst existing staff. Once the courses begin, the collaboration between HEIs and
employers is realised through the experiences of the apprentices. No less than 20% of

the apprentices’ time should be spent on non-workplace learning (Powell 2019). The



remaining learning is through work-based credit accumulation, which should be defined
via collaboration between employers and HEIs and supported by academic and
employer mentoring (SDS 2016a). Inspired by Elmore’s (1979) “backward mapping”
approach, Hupe and Hill advocate assessing new policy implementations by trying to
establish the “extent to which a new policy makes a difference to everyday life” (2016,
114). Examining the perspectives of the apprentices provides a means to explore how
the policy implementation is experienced.

In this study, the apprenticeships considered are oriented to Computing/IT. This
sector is diverse and fast-changing, relatively new and comparatively ‘open’, employing
graduates of computer science, graduates of other disciplines and non-graduates; both
the level and specificity of skills needs are diverse (Donnelly et al. 2011). So, while the
IT profession encompasses status, skills, methods, and standards (Thompson 2008), the
breadth of activity spans a range of technologies and underpinning knowledge, with
employers favouring diverse technologies and working practices. Two of the three
(Scottish) frameworks in computing were based upon existing industry-accredited
curricula (BSc Information Technology with Business and BSc Software Development).
The third (BSc Cyber Security) was developed through a Technical Expert Group made
up of employers’ representatives and employer bodies.

In policy implementation terms, it is important to ask whether becoming a
skilled worker (the main aim of the policy being to create skilled workers) is also the
main motivation for apprentices. Motivations and expectations of university study for
on-campus students are reasonably well-understood: to have a career and earn money;
for personal development; to use their education to support others; in response to family
and friends’ expectations (Balloo, Pauli, and Worrell 2015), and the chance of a new

start and to build skills and knowledge (Money et al. 2017). Apprentices, for whom both



university and the workplace act as learning and social environments, are likely to have
distinct expectations and motives for study. In addition, situated views on current skills
and on skills development needs, as identified by apprentices, may affect the extent to
which technical skills development is an important motivation, as compared to, for

example, acquiring a recognised award.

Study aims

The discussion above indicates a number of places where the relationships between
policy agents involved in implementing the new apprenticeships intersect to form the
implementation structure (Hjern 1982). To explore the relationships between policy and
implementation, this study posed the following questions:

1. How are the aims of the apprenticeship policy framed in the policy documents?

2. How do HEIs express the policy aims to attract employers and apprentices; and

how do employers promote the apprenticeship proposition?
3. How are the aims reflected in the situated perspectives (everyday lives) of the

first cohorts of apprentices?

Methodology

The methodology was designed to reflect the normative nature of the apprenticeship
policy: to explore both the ideals and the actual experience. In exploring policy
implementation we focus on four distinct sets of voices (Figure 1): the skills agency
(SDS); HEIs offering the degrees; employers offering apprenticeship roles; and the
apprentices embarking on apprenticeships. In traversing policy implementation by these
actors, the focus is on implementation discord between the high-level policy aims and
the lived experiences, an approach recommended by Hupe et al. (2014). Firstly, the
policy context is surfaced through analysis of documents published by the skills agency
(Data Source A) and promotional materials developed by HEIs (B) and employers (C).

This is then compared with the experiences of the new apprentices at one university,



explored through a survey and narrative interviews (D). Table 1 provides an overview

of the data sources.

Table 1: Overview of data sources

Data Source Data Type Nature of data

A Funding call Document —SDS2016a

A Technical specifications Document —SDS2016b

A Principles of Work-Based Learning Document — SDS2016c¢

B HEI Recruitment (of apprentices and n = 7; HEI provider websites, visited between 1st-

employers) websites 24t May 2018

C Adverts for apprenticeship positions n = 8; Adverts on apprenticeships.scot
representing all live adverts between 1st-17th
December 2018

D Survey of apprentices n=47

D Narrative interviews with apprentices n=15

Document review (Data Sources A, B, C)

Identifying tensions between perspectives can serve to reveal the way general rules are
“shaped and tailored” to implement apprenticeship policy in local contexts (Sausman,
Oborn and Barrett 2016, 564). Documents and web pages published by SDS,
employers, and HEIs offer a window through which to explore policy intent and its
subsequent interpretation and implementation (Ball 2012; Powell and Walsh 2018).

We undertook a document analysis (Bowen 2009) relating to the launch of
graduate apprenticeships in Scotland, in order to unearth the interplay between different
stakeholder perspectives. The documents written by SDS (A) to introduce
apprenticeships are of particular significance, given their critical role in mediating
between policy aims and practical development and implementation. To reveal
implementation themes, we also reviewed materials published via the web pages of
those HEIs who launched apprenticeships in the first tranche (B), and employers
advertising apprenticeships on the apprenticeship website (C). These webpages
expressed the way the policy implementation was signposted to potential apprentices.

The review approach adopted was similar to exploring interview or ethnographic
data (Silverman 2016), identifying emerging themes via coding, and working through

those to explore common areas and distinctive contexts (cf. Braun and Clarke 2006).



This then formed the basis for analysis of where certain perspectives and voices were

dominant and — crucially — where particular voices were given less space.

Survey and interviews with new computing apprentices (Data Source D)

The voices of the apprentices themselves were captured at the beginning of their
courses, through a survey. This was conducted with the first and second cohorts on
paper during their induction days, in September 2017 (n=22) and September 2018
(n=47). All apprentices who attended the induction days completed the survey, designed
to gather information about their backgrounds and work contexts, including their paths
into IT and the apprenticeship, and to explore their main motivations to study,

especially their desired skills.

In addition, interviews were conducted with apprentices in the first cohort, six-
to-eight months into their course. All apprentices were encouraged to participate; fifteen
volunteered and were interviewed. Narrative interviews encourage participants to
describe their lives as a series of events and attempt to make sense of their trajectories
(Dziallas and Fincher 2016). Various precedents inspired this approach to investigating
the apprentices’ journeys into, and situated experience of, the new degrees, including
Dziallas and Fincher (2016), Smith et al. (2017) and UCAS (2017). A realist approach
was taken to the interviews: the participants’ narratives were valued (and interpreted) as
their individual perspectives and also as accounts describing aspects of the
implementation of apprenticeships, according to their specific contexts (Braun and
Clarke 2006; Maxwell and Mittapalli 2011). The interview protocol focused on the
apprentices’ experience of education and work, from school to the present, including the
example and influence of their family, friends, teachers, colleagues, and employers.

Each interview lasted around one hour, was audio-recorded and transcribed (intelligent



verbatim). The transcripts were analysed using thematic analysis (Braun and Clark
2006), progressively coding to identify and map the themes and sub-themes. Survey
responses and interview transcripts were anonymised and participants provided

informed consent.

Findings
In Scotland, SDS undertook the key role of translating policy into tangible funding

propositions. The documentation provided to institutions involved in bidding for
apprenticeship places offers a snapshot of how policy intent was translated into calls for

practical action (SDS 2016 a, b, c).

Understanding the policy aim through policy documents (Data Source A)

Tender documents and technical specifications (for each degree) were developed and
disseminated to potential apprenticeship providers (SDS 2016b). These consistently
highlighted that the model was founded on an interest in meeting employer needs.
However, apprenticeships would provide sector-relevant skills as opposed to employer-
specific training, supporting the “education and development of employees so that they
acquire the necessary skills, knowledge and competence necessary to work and progress
in the sector” (SDS 2016b, 4). Thus, while the focus was on employers as partners in
the development of apprenticeships and on employing individual apprentices, broader
outcomes included an emphasis on sufficiently general skills for mobility across the
sector.

The distinction between “traditional learning based primarily in an educational
establishment” (SDS 2016c¢, 3; 2016b, 3) and the apprenticeship model, where learning
was to be delivered and assessed in the workplace, was emphasised. Inclusion of credit-

bearing, work-based learning was mandated to enable degrees to be accelerated: a win



for employers and apprentices. Underpinning this was a strong emphasis on employer
engagement at all stages of the process, from the initial development of specifications,
via technical expert groups, through to the commitment for employers to work
alongside HEIs to support apprentices through learning and assessment. To be
successful, HEIs’ bids for places were “to exemplify how the programmes differ from
the current offerings” (SDS 20164, 15).

Flexible provision was mandated, in light of the diverse pathways apprentices
could take into and through their studies (SDS 2016b). As such, the emphasis was on
new vocational routes to a degree. The tension between employer demand and
individual pathways was evident in the Principles of Work Based Learning document

which recognised that,

“...one of the objectives of work-based learning in Advanced and Graduate
Apprenticeships is supporting learners to achieve professional standards or
standards of a regulatory body” (SDS 2016c, 9).

There was some consideration of recognition of prior learning in relation to entry routes
and, potentially, credit-accumulation at later stages of study (SDS 2016b, 8); there were
references to the flexible curriculum and graduate attributes and to ensuring engagement
with widening access priorities (SDS 2016a, 10).

Finally, throughout the documentation, the terms apprentice and employee were
used, rather than student, emphasising the primary focus on the relationship between the
individual and the workplace and the efforts to ensure preparedness for professional
recognition. The relationship with the university was less visible. While the end-point
qualification was referred to, and the term graduate was utilised to highlight end-of-
apprenticeship achievement (see e.g., SDS 2016c, 5), the relationship to the university

during the course of study was given limited attention. Indeed, connection to the



university was emphasised by an interest in negotiating “a minimum required
attendance on campus” (ibid.). The value added through the relationship with the
university and what the apprentice or, indeed, the employer, may wish to get from that
connection was given limited space. Graduateness (articulated as skills,
professionalism, workplace reflection) (SDS 2016c, 9) was represented as an endpoint
of apprentice achievement, with the value of university engagement or being a student

remaining somewhat unacknowledged.

Attracting participation: HEI representations of apprenticeships (Data Source
B)

Apprenticeship policy implementation was further illuminated by exploration of the
online materials created to promote the apprenticeship places by HEIs. All HEIs
implemented dedicated webpages to promote their apprenticeship offerings both to
employers and to potential apprentices. Common terminology was used which broadly
reflected the main thrust of the wider apprenticeship discourse with ‘learn while you
earn’ and the advantages of ‘having a job rather than having to search for one when you
graduate’ as key threads in resources targeted at potential apprentices. Similarly, the
employer-focused discourse played out strongly, with an emphasis on meeting specific
(future) skills needs and the cost-effective opportunity presented by the apprenticeships.
“Bringing together the worlds of work and study” (Heriot-Watt 2018) is, the website
heralds, a win-win scenario for apprentices, employers and, indeed, the HELI.

While the novelty of the apprenticeship approach was stated and contrasted with
traditional approaches to learning, HEI materials emphasised their prior credentials of
working in partnership with employers and delivering work-based learning over an
extended period. Graduate employability rates and lists of current collaborations with

employers were used to demonstrate why employers should partner with that institution.



One highlighted their “decades of experience of working with employers to design
programmes that enable employees to study and learn new skills while maintaining
workplace productivity” (Robert Gordon University 2018). Another presented
themselves as an “industry-focused university” (UWS 2018). The promotion of the
novelty of the graduate apprenticeship was thus tempered by an emphasis on existing
experience of partnership-building with industry and institutional experience of work-
based learning approaches. University experience and pedagogic expertise was
presented as key to ensuring the quality of experience for employers and apprentices.

Beyond the ‘learn as you earn’ mantra, the everyday life proffered to learners
was presented in terms of financial benefits and career acceleration. The fully-funded
nature of apprenticeships, their efficiency, and the potential to negotiate travel and other
expenses with employers were emphasised. Many noted that apprentices would not
need to look for a job after graduation, as the individual would already be employed,
stressing the competitive positional advantage offered by an apprenticeship.

In the HEI materials, emphasis was placed on the dual roles of student and
employee. While the term student was noticeable by its absence in the SDS
documentation, the HEI literature emphasised that individuals would be matriculated
full-time students and benefit from all the concomitant services and support. The HEIs
used case studies which also emphasised this combined role. Personal testimonies
highlighted the previous career pathways of learners, their interest in remaining in
employment, and flexible study routes. The importance of the degree as an enabler for
career progression alongside workplace experience was integral to this self-presentation
— including case studies highlighting that this was an alternative route to a degree for

those who might otherwise not have considered this option.



Attracting participation: Employer representations of apprenticeships (Data

Source C)

Employers’ policy implementation perspectives were surfaced by reviewing
adverts for apprenticeship places on SDS’ apprentice opportunities website

(https://www.apprenticeships.scot/) where policy intent was expressed through

employer messages to prospective apprentices. The ‘Earn while you learn’ theme
appeared (translated) in adverts as an invitation to become an employee with a starting
salary and other benefits of employment; tuition fees would be covered; and there
would be one day per week set aside to attend the course.

While HEIs promoted previous industry partnerships to establish their
credentials, many employers did not even mention their HEI partner in the advert.
Degree titles were mentioned but little specific association with the degree provider. In
one case the employer referred to the degree awarding body as a “training partner”,
somewhat downplaying both the opportunity to be a matriculated student studying
towards a degree and the status of the HEI. Instead, those browsing adverts were
encouraged to think about what a typical day might look like, with the emphasis on
company organisation, projects and worksites. As with the HEI promotional material,
the apprentice ‘wins’ were salaries and obtaining a degree with no fees to pay. Other
selling points included opportunities to join global organisations or high-performing
teams and various work culture and practices were included. Qualifications were
expressed as typical university entrance qualifications (“or equivalent”), with little
acknowledgement of flexible entry routes. Adverts also listed desired qualities of
applicants, including personal attributes such as passion, drive, and commitment. None
of the adverts reviewed mentioned professional standards or membership of a

professional body.


https://www.apprenticeships.scot/

From the policy documents, HEI and employer material reviewed, a picture of
two beneficiary groups emerged: employers, who would lead the development of this
new model for education, and apprentices who would gain debt-free skills for a
graduate career in the IT sector. However, there was no attempt to predict or anticipate

the perspectives of the apprentices themselves.

The *everyday lives’ of the apprentices (Data Source D)

The situated perspectives of the apprentices cast light on the alignment of the policy
documents, and subsequent marketing narratives, with the apprentices’ everyday lives.
The apprentices’ backgrounds, motivations and experiences were captured by a survey
and narrative interviews. The findings are based on analysis of the data most relevant to
the policy ideas described above: building appropriate skills in the digital sector, based
on employer input; and the win-win of earning and learning for employers and

apprentices.

Findings from the survey: becoming a skilled IT worker

The survey results gave an overview of the demographics of the computing apprentices

in the university’s first two cohorts (2017 and 2018), summarised in Table 2.

Table 2: Survey respondents (computing apprentices in the first two cohorts)

Gender Age Ethnicity Parents’ HE? | With current employer
Female| Male Under | Over | White | White al':l'fel :1:2:1 Ot:;: r Recruited | Already
26 26 UK |Non-UK . . for GA | employed
uni did
2017 (n=22)| 18% | 82% 68% 32% 82% 14% 27% 77% 18% 82%
2018 (n=47)| 19% 81% 77% 23% 94% 6% 47% 47% 50% 50%
Combined (n=69)| 19% 81% 74% 26% 90% 9% 41% 66% 40% 60%

In 2018, apprentices were also asked for their postcode and this was categorised
according to the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD): 12% of addresses were

in the most deprived quintile (Q1) and 20% were in the least deprived (Q5). In 2018,



apprentices were asked about their previous higher education experiences: 13% had
completed a university degree and 21% had started one but not completed it. Over both
years, most of the apprentices were already in-post with their employers before starting
the course, while 40% were recruited to become graduate apprentices. Notably, the
proportion recruited into their role more than doubled (from 18% to 50%) between the
two years, probably due to diffusion of information about the programme and more time
for recruitment in 2018. The survey asked “What are your main aims in undertaking this
apprenticeship degree?” Themes were identified in the free-text responses and the main
aims are shown in Table 3. Most participants focused on gaining knowledge and skills,
in line with the policy aim to increase Scotland’s digital skills base (see Taylor-Smith et

al. 2019 for more detail).

Table 3: Participants’ reasons for undertaking the apprenticeship degree

Aims Participants who mentioned aim
Gain knowledge and skill 65%

Gain degree qualification 35%

Improve career/ options 35%

To continue employment/ gain work experience 17%

To benefit employer/ organisation 13%

Professional/ personal growth 12%

Towards financial reward 6%

In terms of skills, the objectives of participants centred on coding/programming and
project management. They mentioned benefits to their employer, e.g., “To develop my
skills for me and [my] company”. Asked why they chose the apprenticeship degree
rather than a traditional full-time degree, over half the apprentices referred to the
integration of work experience and a quarter mentioned keeping their current job. Both
responses closely reflect the broad policy aim of skills aligned with employers/

employment.

Narrative interviews were conducted with fifteen apprentices in the first cohort.



Two interviewees had joined their company specifically to do the apprenticeship; five
were female. A dataset was created of interview data which was relevant to the policy
and promotional themes described above, whether aligned or tangential to these themes.
This data was analysed to identify the apprentices’ contexts and perceptions. Findings
from this thematic analysis are presented below, structured according to apprentices’
perceptions of the benefits of the apprenticeship, followed by the challenges they

experienced in practice.

Recognisable policy outputs: the employer-apprentice win-win in everyday lives

The apprentices’ perspectives were observed to be closely aligned to the win-win
narrative in their recognition that the graduate apprenticeship was a great opportunity
for them: fees were paid and they were earning a salary while studying. Two
interviewees described this opportunity as an easy decision, with one recounting his
manager saying “It seems like a no-brainer. You’re getting one day a week .... your
salary’s staying the same” (Interviewee 5). This also reflected the “Work, earn, learn”
message from HEIs. All the interviewees talked about the alignment between their work
and study; they had been able to put knowledge from study into practice at work almost
immediately, an indication of engagement with real-world problems (Lemansky et al.
2011). The impact of the policy on employers was also recognised by apprentices
through descriptions of how they were applying their enhanced skills. One apprentice
described how: “I’m now learning stuff that I’ll go back to [my] team and just say
‘Right, we’ve got this information just now, can we sort of change it about? | think this

would be a really good idea’” (Interviewee 3). Three interviewees had identified, with
their colleagues, a skills gap in their organisation, which they could potentially fill: “I’ll
be able to bring that to the table and then use those skills in the workplace —spread

knowledge, mainly, help out here as best | can” (Interviewee 13).



Interviewees also described benefits for their employers beyond application of
their new skills. For example, apprentices describe using their skills to help to advance
their organisations: “I try and push my own development, and use that to help push our
unit forward, make us a better unit” (Interviewee 2); “in the long term then, the stuff
that I learn, I can help with the business moving forward” (Interviewee 3). These
examples go beyond the principles of integration of learning in the workplace
(Lemanski, Mewis, and Overton 2011) by providing strategic employer benefits—
another win for employers. While the focus on skills reflects the central strand of the
policy aims through the win-win narrative, there was a strong theme of positive
personal growth associated with this learning opportunity, beyond acquiring skills for
employment. For example, one interviewee described the opportunity to “make yourself
better, to see what avenues can open up” (Interviewee 5). In line with the data gathered
through the survey, apprentices recognised the degree as career enhancing; three
specifically mentioned a related increase in earnings. Two mentioned increased loyalty
through a commitment to staying with their employer throughout the four-year degree
and had committed to working hard at university, because it was salaried time.
However, in contrast to the stated policy aim of creating a pipeline of new skilled
entrants, over half the interviewees were already well-established in their jobs when
they started the apprenticeship; they recognised this new opportunity to gain recognition
and/or upskill and felt that this opportunity had come at the right time in their lives. For
example, some described gaining motivation to study that they did not have when they
left school, like Interviewee 4: “But now I think 1’ve reached a point where | can do
some extra learning, like doing this degree, but enjoying it at the same time, because |

enjoy my work.”



There was no sense of the apprentices recognising their study as explicitly
employer-led, either in terms of curriculum design or implementation. However, most
of the interviewees described ways in which their employers and colleagues supported
their studies or planned to in the future. Some apprentices had discussed, with their
managers, opportunities to move to roles or departments aligned to future study. There
was an emphasis on workplace mentors in the policy documents, whose role would be
to support the apprentice and ensure meaningful work-study integration (e.g., Mulkeen
et al. 2017). However, several interviewees were unsure who their mentor was; one
apprentice specifically noted “Workplace mentor, that’s another thing...we’ve never
once sat down with any member at work and gone through learning agreements”
(Interviewee 12).

The main challenge voiced by the apprentices was to balance the dual demands
of work and study, while retaining a personal life. Most of the interviewees found some
time at work or on their university day to do course-related work. However, for about a
third of them, this was not possible due to their work roles and, for them, strategies
included setting aside weekend time. Several described university staff as helpful in this
context: “...you understand, because we’ve got full-time jobs, it’s not as easy just to do
things as like a normal student would” (Interviewee 4) (authors’ emphasis). The general
picture was positive: “I’m enjoying it. | would definitely recommend it for anybody

that’s considering it.” (Interviewee 5).

Discussion

The aims of the apprenticeship policy were to deliver better-targeted and timely
delivery of skills into the supply chain: a wider pool of more highly-skilled workers. A
win-win theme emerged from both policy documents and from materials designed to

encourage participation: employers benefiting from increased access to more highly-



skilled workers; the apprentices benefiting from work and a degree award. The aims
would be realised in two ways: an employer-led curriculum and new pathways into the
IT sector, leading to an increase in the supply of skilled workers. The findings relating
to policy implementation amongst the policy agents (as set out in Figure 1) are

summarised in Table 4.

Table 4: Analysis of policy implementation agents’” approach to meeting policy aims

Policy agent / Skills Agency HEI Employer Apprentice

Main aims

Employer-led Articulated clearly Framework- Somewhat limited — | Articulated as

Curriculum in policy compliant courses some employers supporting work-based
implementation advertised active on Technical teams and projects
documents and Experts Group
frameworks

Increased Expressed as an Little visible Little visible Some evidence of

supply of skilled | aspiration to look at | evidence of evidence of upskillers/existing

graduates different entry meaningful support meaningful support | employees with non-
points and non- for non-standard for non-standard standard degree
standard entrance entrants entrants entrance qualifications

Implementation of the employer-led curriculum as a policy aim

The employer-led curriculum was realised through frameworks, with sector need taking
precedence over individual employers’ needs. The apprentices interviewed had all
applied new knowledge and skills to their workplaces. Indeed, some already showed
insights around the potential for their workplace process and practices to be improved.
Reflecting policy aims, the acquisition and work-place application of computing skills
are evident in the apprentices’ narratives, as found elsewhere (e.g., Irons 2017). The
apprentices echoed policy narratives extolling the virtues of specific skills acquisition
(those valued by employers), while personalising these constructs by bringing in their
current contexts and previous experiences. As such, policy implementation across all
implementation agents had succeeded in creating a close alignment between study and

work needs. This “win’ is not, however, guaranteed to be maintained as apprentices



progress, and the situated realisation of work-based learning (positively expressed by
apprentices in terms of introductory skills) becomes more challenging: progressing to
increasingly advanced and specialised topics is likely to offer fewer opportunities for
direct work skills integration. Furthermore, although prioritising professional standards
was stated as a policy aim, it was not clear, from the apprentices’ experience, how that
would occur. Confused notions of professional standards reflects the IT industry, with
its proliferation of new technology and vendor qualifications (Brockmann and Saraswat

2017).

While the framework approach to the employer-led curriculum delivers less financial
risk to HEIs concerned about “filling places’, it also limits the extent of direct influence
over the curriculum by single employers (Hordern 2014). The “ongoing negotiation and
adaptation” (Sausman et al. 2016, 580) between policy implementation agents will
determine the longer term winners and losers in that dichotomy, with maintenance of

the currency of the curriculum a possible longer term casualty (Mulkeen et al. (2017).

Implementation of the increased supply of skilled workers as a policy aim

The aim to provide access to an increased number of skilled workers was expressed
through new pathways into apprenticeships: vocational, experiential, and academic
routes that would recognise diverse backgrounds. However, adverts for apprenticeships
used standard university study awards to express desired qualifications and the
apprentices, in the main, had achieved these standard school-level qualifications, with
some having previously started (and dropped out of) a traditional computing-related
degree course. Therefore, there was little evidence that the pool would increase
significantly: instead many of the apprentices were using the opportunity to gain a

recognised award, rather than as a vehicle to embark upon a new career.



While HEIs act as policy implementation agents, and benefit from additional
funded places, their role was downplayed in employer adverts and in policy documents.
Indeed, years of attention to employability in the wider work-learning interface (for
example, Scottish Funding Council 2014; Smith et al. 2017) was rather neglected in the
promotion of this new route to becoming work-ready graduates in the policy narratives.
Had universities previously neglected to link study with work? HEI adverts directed at
potential apprentice employers paradoxically celebrated their prior credentials for
partnership working on graduate skills. Quite where this leaves universities and their
focus on work experience and work-integrated learning is not clear. Promoting the
apprenticeship as an opportunity to gain valuable work experience while studying (or
valuable study while working) is set in contrast with the traditional student who, by
implication, has not been acquiring the necessary skills. While there is some evidence
that apprenticeships have not reduced employers’ appetite for offering work placements
(NCUB 2018), there is clearly a danger that apprenticeship policy messaging could lead
to employers favouring the apprentice degree over the traditional degree, employing
graduate apprentices, rather than graduates (NCUB 2018). As such, the on-campus
student may lose out — with employers critiquing traditional graduates as less-prepared

for the workplace.

Policy implementation — emergent challenges

It is clear that the *wins’ will only be realised for those that complete their
apprenticeship, and the role of the apprentice in negotiating and navigating the
relationships, and making the policy work, should not be underestimated. This
negotiation is not friction-free: the apprentices revealed a tension between work and
study, in terms of balancing commitments. This supports observations from other

degree apprenticeship implementation studies (Rowe 2018; UCAS 2017). UCAS (2017)



suggest that the intense nature of studying a degree while working full-time may make
these apprenticeships more suitable for those who have already begun their career rather
than school-leavers, new to the workplace. As apprentices progress through the course,
the nature of graduate-level employment may become clearer, for example, through
promotions and salary increments. As apprentices’ careers progress, increases (or stasis)
in professional recognition and salary may influence how they value the university
degree further on in their course, with consequent impact on retention.

Certainly, the apprentices reiterated the novelty of their degree programmes,
highlighting the benefits of being in work and able to apply university learning with
immediacy. Finally, while apprentices were pleased to report skills transferred to their
workplaces, employers may be more vulnerable to apprentice mobility due to the sector-

based approach to framework design.

Conclusions and further work

To conclude, we return to the three questions posed in the study, namely how the aims
are framed in policy documents, how the providers and employers interpreted and
expressed these aims and, finally, how the aims are reflected in the apprentices’

experiences.

The apprenticeship policy aims were found to be framed primarily as meeting
the needs of employers to access skilled employees. Degree apprenticeships were
presented as an opportunity for employer and apprentice to benefit from multi-
stakeholder collaboration in higher education and skills development. Indeed, in
developing these models, the emphasis was placed on wins for all stakeholders.
However, this study found a dominant rhetoric around employer-led approaches and

responding to skills needs of industry and, as such, the role of the university was



somewhat taken for granted. In practice, the degree framework approach served to
diminish the extent to which employers could dictate content, while reducing policy
implementation complexity for HEIs. In terms of apprentices’ experiences, most of the
apprentices were already in work when they started the apprenticeship, implying the
policy may have less influence than hoped as a gateway to employment and as a means
to build a larger pool of skilled workers. However, the survey data indicates this is
changing, with only 50% of 2018 respondents already working for their apprenticeship
employers, compared to 82% of 2017 respondents.

In terms of future work, the longer term impact of policy implementation on
HEIs, employers, and apprentices should continue to be examined to ensure the
sustainability of the policy and maintain the vital interactions and relationships between
all policy implementation agents. Studies should move from exploration of initial policy
implementation to the interactions that make policy translation and enactment effective
(Ball et al. 2012). Realising the win-win scenario is reliant on the continued possibility
of the policy agenda and stakeholder expectations being negotiated in practice,
acknowledging and resolving the emergent practical challenges and inevitable tensions.
This is a significant challenge, especially as the scheme is scaled up. While the
apprentices’ positive responses fit the win-win narrative, the diversity of their everyday
life experiences indicates challenges for further development and expansion of the
model. Enthusiasm is also tempered by restricted access to both subject frameworks and

apprenticeship places.
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1. The survey was completed by 22/28 of the first cohort of computing apprentices and 47/50 of
the second; 15/28 of the first cohort were interviewed. Any demographics apply to the

research groups, rather than the full cohorts.
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