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Abstract	

A key policy ambition for degree apprenticeships is to offer an alternative route to a 

degree for disadvantaged young people, and in doing so facilitate widening participation 

in higher education.  However, degree apprenticeships in England are poorly understood 

and this is reflected in their policy conceptualisation and implementation in practice.  

Utilising a framework combining Varieties of Capitalism and Bourdieusian scholarships, 

this thesis seeks to analyse this issue by highlighting the structures and mechanisms at 

play at macro, meso and micro levels.  In this way I draw attention to the conflicting key 

stakeholder perceptions, whilst also emphasising a general desire for degree 

apprenticeships to become a successful part of the education landscape.   

 

I took a mixed methods approach that included interviewing degree apprentices as well 

as other key stakeholders, therefore providing a multi-stakeholder understanding of the 

degree apprenticeship landscape. My practitioner experiences in education with young 

people, brought a nuanced understanding of the context and added to the wealth of 

observations from interviewees.  My findings indicate that the wider socio-economic 

landscape limits accessibility for young people, therefore negatively impacting the 

potential for degree apprenticeships to facilitate widening participation in higher 

education. It is clear that the structural and class inequalities underlying the current 

landscape need to be addressed in order for degree apprenticeships to provide a real 

alternative for the young school or college leaver from low socio-economic backgrounds. 

Changes in policy and practice are necessary for this to be achieved. This thesis opens 

up a discursive space for these changes to begin.  
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Chapter	1:	 	Introduction	

1.1 Degree Apprenticeships 
Degree apprenticeships (DA) were introduced in England in 2015 as part of the 

government’s overhaul of vocational and technical education.  They combine full time 

paid employment with bachelor’s or master’s degree level study.  The technical education 

reforms, described in the Industrial Strategy (BEIS 2017:94), were designed to establish 

an employer led world class technical education. As part of those reforms, the degree 

apprenticeship was hailed as the pinnacle which would “put technical education on the 

same footing as our academic system” and reduce the academic / vocational divide 

present in the English education system.  The Coalition Government attached multiple 

ambitions to the degree apprenticeship.  These were that they would improve 

productivity, reduce the projected high level skills gaps seen in the labour market and act 

as a vehicle for social mobility.  The narrative associated with them was that for young 

people they would provide a viable alternative route to higher education: 

 “Our goal is for young people to see apprenticeships as a high quality and 

prestigious path to successful careers, and for these opportunities to be available 

across all sectors of the economy and at all levels, up to and beyond first degree 

level.  We need to drive up the supply of higher and degree apprenticeships to 

make this a reality.”  (BIS 2015b, p2) 

 

With this narrative in mind, this research focuses on young people from low socio-

economic backgrounds.  The social mobility for young people agenda was seen as an 

opportunity for universities to use degree apprenticeships as part of their arsenal for 

widening participation, yet there is no formal widening participation agenda embedded 

in the policy or the employer-led recruitment process. Six years on from their creation, 

the degree apprenticeship landscape is complex. There are multiple stakeholders, each 

with their own perceptions of degree apprenticeships, and for whom there is no formal 

co-ordination between them or incentive for co-ordination. This was candidly summed 

up by one interviewee, “The national policy side of the degree apprenticeship is at odds 

with the reality that we see.”     

 

Changes to technical education have meant that new relationships have been formed 

between organisations including universities, employers, the Institute for 

Apprenticeships and Technical Education (IfATE) and the Education and Skills Funding 
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Agency (ESFA).   This has resulted in new (and ever-changing) processes and 

requirements from external agencies and has led to frustration and shifts in the balance 

of power within and between the organisations.  

 

There is a scarcity of academic literature associated with degree apprenticeships, due 

to their recent creation but there is a growing body of academic work on them which this 

thesis will add to.  I have therefore engaged with a much more extensive base of literature 

surrounding vocational education and training, widening participation, social 

reproduction and comparative capitalism literature.     

 

This thesis will show how vocational education and training policy reforms and different 

interpretations of the role of degree apprenticeships point to a misalignment between 

institutional structures, policy, implementation and delivery.  This has a significant impact 

on a young person from a low socioeconomic background who wishes to become a 

degree apprentice.  This thesis examines the impact of the misalignment and:   

1. investigates how the conceptualisation of degree apprenticeship is at odds with 

the institutional education and labour market structures in England.   

 

2. presents an analysis of the experiences and perceptions of multiple stakeholders 

engaged with degree apprenticeships at institutional / macro (policy 

organisations), organisational / meso (universities and employers) and individual 

/ micro (apprentices and career’s advisers) levels.   

 

3. evaluates the complexity of the degree apprenticeship landscape from a multi-

layered, relational perspective to understand the different stakeholder 

perceptions and actions. 

 

4. identifies the structures and mechanisms that impede the potential for degree 

apprenticeships to facilitate widening participation. 

 

5. suggests practical steps to change degree apprenticeship policy and practices to 

enable greater access for the school or college leaver from a low socioeconomic 

background. 

 

6. reflects on the implications of this research for theory, policy and practice.   
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1.2 Research Aim and Questions 
The overarching aim of this thesis is to understand whether the current design and 

implementation of degree apprenticeships can facilitate the widening participation 

agenda in higher education. This is undertaken by answering the following research 

questions:  

Primary Research Question:  

Can degree apprenticeships facilitate the widening participation agenda in higher 

education? 

Sub Research Questions: 

SQ1  How does the conceptualization of degree apprenticeships impact the widening 

participation agenda? 

SQ2  How does the implementation and delivery of degree apprenticeships impact the 

widening participation agenda?  

SQ3  How do these factors help or hinder the young, disadvantaged school leaver? 

SQ4  What are the implications for policy and practice? 

 

1.3 Widening participation and degree apprenticeships 
Widening participation initiatives are designed to increase access and diversity to higher 

education but as highlighted by Milburn (2012), widening access and retention for under-

represented groups does not automatically create social mobility.  An increased focus of 

better graduate outcomes for those students has continued (DfE, 2017a; Zahawi, 2021) 

and is a strategic objective for the Office for Students (OfS, n.d.) 

“All students, from all backgrounds, are able to progress into employment, further 

study, and fulfilling lives, and their qualifications hold their value over time.”  

Two of the OfS performance measures for this outcome include, “graduates in highly 

skilled or professional roles” and “employers think that graduates are equipped with the 

right skills and knowledge.”   The implication of this is clear: widening participation in 

higher education is deemed beneficial to the individual if they achieve a positive outcome 

i.e., good quality, valued employment using the knowledge and skills they acquire 

through higher education.    
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The points below show how the concept of the degree apprenticeship fits with this 

discourse: 

1. The individual is employed in a role valued by the employer 

2. The content of the apprenticeship is co-designed by the employer and the 

university resulting in: 

3. Filling a skills gap needed for both the company and sector 

4. Giving academic lift for the individual resulting in adaptability and flexibility to 

continue a career trajectory.   

5. The potential to add diversity to the company through offering an alternative 

pathway to a degree for school leavers with more vocational qualifications, those 

who do not or are not able to engage with full time education and second chance 

learners. 

Overall, the degree apprenticeship design should result in a suitably qualified and 

experienced person.  To demonstrate this, the following diagram considers employee 

development:  

 

Figure 1 Degree apprenticeships as part of employee development 

 

If the design and implementation of the degree apprenticeship is transparent, 

manageable and accessible it could have a positive effect on the widening participation 

access to higher education and the professions.  However, through this research I 

conclude that the institutional structures and mechanisms within the degree 

apprenticeship landscape hamper that ambition. 

 

Qualifications
Are not always 

related to the role

Experience
useful but often 

not forward 
focused

Training
focuses on 
short term 
employability

Degree 
Apprenticeship

Includes all three 
elements providing a 
suitably qualified and 
experienced person
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1.4 Outline of Thesis 
Following this introductory chapter, the next two chapters outline the key areas of my 

research. Chapter 2 provides the context for the creation of degree apprenticeships as 

part of the skills agenda and examines the reforms to vocational education and training 

policy.  I present an analysis of the data pertaining to degree apprenticeships which 

illustrates the disparities between the ages and socio-economic backgrounds of degree 

apprentices.  Chapter 3 examines the persistent inequalities found in higher education 

and the impact of policy changes on young people from low socio-economic 

backgrounds.  I also consider the barriers to higher education and how they are relevant 

for degree apprenticeships.    

 

Chapter 4 highlights the theoretical underpinnings of my research; that of Bourdieusian 

concepts together with Varieties of Capitalism literature.  I present a theoretical 

framework that incorporates the two theories within the interrelation between key 

stakeholders engaged in degree apprenticeships.  

 

Chapter 5 explains the methodology of the project outlining the resources used including 

semi-structured interviews, policy documents and my own practitioner experiences.  In 

addition, I summarise the data analysis, ethical issues and limitations.    

 

The following three chapters present the findings.    Chapter 6 focuses on the 

conceptualisation of the degree apprenticeship presenting interviewees’ perspective on 

the concept and design of degree apprenticeships that conflict with each other and are 

at odds with reality on the ground.  In addition, I examine interviewees’ perspective on 

key government narratives regarding degree apprenticeships1 and the impact of changes 

to policy impact their potential for widening participation.  Chapter 7 presents findings 

relating to the interpretation and delivery of degree apprenticeships.  This chapter 

examines the different perspectives and tensions surrounding university and employer 

engagement.  Chapter 8 focuses on the process of accessing the application and 

recruitment process for degree apprenticeships for the disadvantaged student.   

 

 

1 The narratives being that they are for young people, employers are in charge, and they will provide parity 
of esteem between academic and vocational education. 
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Chapter 9 draws together the data in these chapters to consider the implications of my 

findings for theory, policy and practice.  I compare the data across the macro, meso and 

micro aspects of the landscape with an analysis of statistics relating to degree 

apprenticeships.  I present the findings from a critical realist perspective with the blend of 

Varieties of Capitalism scholarship and Bourdieusian concepts as a theoretical 

framework with which to interpret the interviews, document examination and my own 

professional experiences as a careers’ adviser and educational Trustee.  By using 

thematic analysis to explore the views of the interviewees and information in government 

documents, I determine the pre-existing structures and mechanisms within the degree 

apprenticeship landscape that hamper their potential for widening participation.   I provide 

an insight into the underlying structures and mechanisms at play within the degree 

apprenticeship landscape. The chapter then continues with a discussion of the strengths, 

weaknesses and limitations of my research and considers the contribution to knowledge 

that this thesis has made before suggesting some avenues for future research. 
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Chapter	2:	 Degree	apprenticeships	and	vocational	education	and	
training	

This chapter provides a context for the creation of degree apprenticeships as part of the 

skills agenda.  I provide a brief history of vocational education and training (VET) policy 

and surrounding debates.  I then examine the recent reforms to VET paying particular 

attention to how those reforms affect degree apprenticeships.  I close the chapter with an 

analysis of the data pertaining to degree apprenticeships which illustrates the disparities 

between the ages and socio-economic backgrounds of degree apprentices. 

 

2.1 Introducing degree apprenticeships  
For over fifty years, successive UK governments have embraced Becker’s (1962) human 

capital theory which has been embedded in education policy and evaluation (Klees, 

2016).  By accepting the argument that better education leads to increased personal 

income, upward social mobility and resultant economic growth, education policy has 

continually focused on the benefits of increased participation in higher education (Gillies, 

2015).  Recent government concerns over a higher and intermediate skills deficit has led 

to a renewed interest in creating a high-quality skills education through vocational 

education and training.  This has resulted in reforms to vocational and technical 

education including degree apprenticeships which are positioned as offering a credible 

and viable alternative education and training routes for the 50% of young people who do 

not attend higher education. 

 

Apprenticeships are often considered crucial to social mobility, allowing individuals to 

gain skills, upskill and retrain in a non-academic context (Social Mobility Commission 

2020b). In his “Bridging the divide between academic and vocational education” (2014) 

speech, Matt Hancock, The Minister of State for Business and Enterprise made this link.  

He announced the government’s plans for linking the education system more closely to 

the world of work with the aim to ensure that all young people have the chance to fulfil 

their potential.  The plans included the creation of a better skills system through improving 

vocational education standards. These contained the creation of technical awards for 14-

16 year olds, T-levels for 16-19 year olds as an alternative to A-levels, and a reforming 

of apprenticeships which included the introduction of degree apprenticeships.  To do this, 

there was the expectation that the skills system would move from supply led to one that 
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was demand led, linking courses to jobs to develop the “skills and knowledge that young 

people need to succeed, and employers need to open up the talent pools of the future.” 

(Hancock, 2014).  

 

Degree apprenticeships which began in 2015, are a work-based learning programme 

providing a fully paid for opportunity to study for a degree alongside full time work.  As 

highlighted by the OfS (2019) they “carry the weight of expectations of multiple 

stakeholders.”  At the roll out announcement, Prime Minister David Cameron, and The 

Secretary of State for Business, Innovation and Skills, Vince Cable summed them up by 

stating:   

“Degree apprenticeships will give people a great head start, combining a full 

degree with the real practical skills gained in work and the financial security of a 

regular pay packet. They will bring the world of business and the world of 

education closer together and let us build the high-level technical skills needed 

for the jobs of the future.”  (Cameron, 2015) 

 

As with other apprenticeships, the cost of course fees are shared between 

government and employers, meaning that the apprentice can earn a full 

bachelor’s or even master’s degree without paying any fees. As well as being 

suitable for school leavers as an alternative route to gaining a degree, the new 

qualifications are expected to strengthen the vocational pathway and be suitable 

for existing apprentices looking to progress in their career. (Cable, 2015) 

The ‘2020 Vision’ (BIS 2015a,) associated degree apprenticeships with widening access  

“The development of higher (level 4 and 5) and degree (level 6 and 7) 

apprenticeships aims to widen access to the professions and develop the higher 

level technical skills needed to improve productivity and support businesses to 

compete internationally.” (p.18)   

and later in the document specified the desire to appeal to young people:  

“As mentioned in Chapter 3, we will launch an integrated communications 

campaign from January 2016 and ensure this has a specific youth focus…It will 

help to raise awareness of the various routes into them and will include a focus 

on promoting degree apprenticeships as a highly attractive and credible option 

for a rewarding career.” (p.18) 
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Highlighting the link between higher education and progression into rewarding careers 

for young people, ‘Unlocking Talent, Fulfilling Potential’ (DfE, 2017a) sees degree 

apprenticeships as one of those routes.  To encourage universities to engage with degree 

apprenticeships and increase their development and take up, The Degree Apprenticeship 

Development Fund (DADF) of £10million was created to encourage “widening 

participation in disadvantaged areas to under-represented groups.” (DfE, 2017a, p.25). 

 

In a nutshell, various government announcements have hailed the degree 

apprenticeships as a route for solving many ills. Degree apprenticeships are expected to 

meet economic needs and bring the world of education and work closer together with the 

perception of technical education on a par with academic education. They are expected 

to provide the employer the opportunity to develop their staffing pipeline and offer 

increased diversity in the workplace.  In addition they were also seen to be able to widen 

participation in higher education and address a lack of ‘work ready’ graduate 

employability issues.  For the individual, degree apprenticeships provide a ‘debt free’ 

route to a degree and an alternative route to professional careers, particularly for those 

from socially disadvantaged groups.   

 

The Industrial Strategy (BEIS 2017) pledged to establish a world class technical 

education, including degree apprenticeships as the flagship of the apprenticeship system 

which will “put technical education on the same footing as our academic system” (p.94). 

As part of the technical education pathway the governance, design and implementation 

follow the apprenticeship policy rather than higher education policy. This means that it is 

an apprenticeship with a degree rather than a degree with work experience.  Their 

potential for increasing social mobility was recognised as part of the plan for improving 

social mobility through education.    However, the arrival of degree apprenticeships has 

also courted some controversy for many social mobility commentators, particularly those 

who concentrate on 16 year old and 18-19 year old school or college leaver progression.  

Their concerns include the expectation that the increase in apprenticeship levy spend on 

current employee training of degree apprentices leads to a reduction in levy monies 

available for level 2 and 3 apprenticeships which are traditionally seen as a key plank of 

social justice (Aptem, 2021).   

 

However, social mobility is not just for the preserve of the 18/19 year old school or college 

leavers. Current apprenticeships provide an opportunity for upskilling and lifelong 



 

  
 

10 

learning that can also lead to social mobility and widening participation in higher 

education.  The apprenticeship data examined in section 2.5 will highlight the differences 

in age and socio-economic levels of apprentice starts and consider the impact of the 

numbers on the opportunity for the disadvantaged 18/19 year old school or college leaver 

pertinent to the focus of this research.   

 

In the next section, I consider the academic/vocational education debate that has long 

been a feature of English education and question the ‘parity of esteem’ rhetoric so often 

used by government.  Examination of the history of VET follows, pinpointing how higher 

education policy changes and development has continued to cement the negative 

perception of VET.  This leads to a detailed examination of the recent reforms to VET 

which have influenced and sometimes hampered the implementation and delivery of the 

degree apprenticeships.  I then outline the degree apprenticeship model and present my 

analysis of degree apprenticeship statistics.  

 

2.2  The academic / vocational education debate 
The degree apprenticeship is hailed as an answer to the academic / vocational divide 

debate which has long raged in the UK education sector (Chankseliani et al. 2016). Even 

though vocational and academic educational routes have largely different purposes, 

different outcomes and different stakeholders, the calls for parity of esteem2 between the 

two routes have continued for over 70 years (James Relly, 2021).  The parity of esteem 

narrative, peddled by successive governments, has, in my opinion, conflated value, 

opportunity and esteem when in reality they mean different things.  Value suggests that 

each type of education and training should be recognised and valued for the different 

skills, knowledge and experiences developed through the person’s education, according 

to the needs of the learner and any subsequent employer.  As such, for certain roles and 

types of employment, VET would have more value than a purely academic education.  

Opportunity relates to equality of access to education, training and high quality 

employment regardless of location or personal background as discussed in Chapter 3.  

The term esteem has connotations of respect and admiration.  Therefore the parity of 

esteem rhetoric suggests that vocational education and training will be respected when 

it results in the same progression routes as academic education; the implicit message 

being that VET needs to be brought ‘up to’ the same level as academic education.  This 

 

2Used in UK political vernacular to describe the notion that vocational and academic education should be 
regarded as equal. (James Relly, 2021) 
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suggests and reinforces the systemic bias in England that academic education carries 

more respect than VET and, as a result, cementing the view that VET is a second class 

form of education rather than valuing all types of education for their different purposes 

and outcomes.   

 

However, this is not a new problem.  In 1916, the philosopher John Dewey, spoke of a 

troubled education system “in which “cultural” (academic) and “utilitarian” (vocational) 

subjects exist in an inorganic composite” (1916, p.376).  Dewey suggested that without 

paying due attention to the full intellectual and social meaning of a vocation “there is 

danger that vocational education will be interpreted in theory and practice as trade 

education.”  The derivative of vocation is from the Latin vocare (to call) meaning a strong 

feeling for a particular career or occupation. Over 100 years later, the rhetoric 

surrounding English education backs up Dewey’s fear – namely a negative perception 

and low levels of esteem for those who carry out manual work associated with vocational 

education. Re-enforcing the negative perception, the vocational route has been 

conceptualised as a separate pathway for practical learners (Avis, 2009) and the 

assumption that those who are disaffected by classroom teaching are only capable of 

learning through vocational education (Brockmann & Laurie, 2016).  In addition, VET has 

attracted disproportionately high numbers of students from low socio-economic 

backgrounds (Milburn, 2009, Social Mobility Commission, 2017).   

 

James Relly (2021) points to the primary issue of the academic / vocational divide being 

the lack of a universal view as to the fit and purpose of vocational education within the 

English education system.  Though rarely recognised as such, our higher education 

system already had many vocational degrees as well as other work-based learning 

degrees in place before the introduction of degree apprenticeships.   HEFCE (2018) 

examined the extent to which degree courses are vocational by creating an occupation-

subject concentration ratio (OSCR) which measures the proportion of graduates in a 

small number of highly skilled career pathways six months after graduation.  Vocational 

subjects were defined as those where a significant proportion of graduates enter a narrow 

field of occupations, the assumption being that the specific skills and knowledge taught 

lead to a specific occupation. HEFCE estimated that a fifth of courses were either ‘highly’ 

vocational or ‘fairly’ vocational.   
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Using this definition, courses that are seen as highly academic, competitive and require 

high A-level grades, additional tests and an interview to gain a place, such as Medicine 

or Veterinary Science are also highly vocational.  Engineering, Computer Science, and 

IT were considered vocational. As the HEFCE report stated, the two characteristics, 

highly vocational and highly academic are not mutually exclusive.   Additionally, Phoenix 

(HEPI, 2018), also suggests there is a poor understanding of the meaning and 

relationships between academic, vocational and technical education and that levels of 

education are conflated with subject areas and types of education.  He proposes that 

defining the different routes by career-based outcomes3, whilst being cognisant of the 

fact that there is clearly cross over between some careers, would lead to a clearer, easily 

understood definition that would not lead to the conflation of technical skills and low-level 

awards.   

 

Wolf (2011) argued against the notion that the academic and vocational routes can be 

equivalent.  In her Review into Vocational Education, on which many of the recent 

changes have been based, Wolf wanted a line to be drawn under the idea of parity of 

esteem: 

“In recent years, both academic and vocational education in England have been 

bedevilled by well-meaning attempts to pretend that everything is the same as 

everything else.  Students and families know this is nonsense.” Wolf (2011, p.8) 

I pick up on this discussion in Chapter 9 regarding the notion that degree apprenticeships, 

as the flagship of the apprenticeship system, can increase the perceived value of 

vocational education. 

 

2.3 Apprenticeships and Technical Education 
Political desire to manage the forecast skills gap (HMG, 2017b) by increasing the 

technical workforce in England is being addressed through reforms to vocational and 

technical education. The reforms focus on the apprenticeship system, the introduction of 

T-levels as an alternative to A-levels for 16-18 year olds and Higher Technical 

 

3 Vocational Education - Education which develops knowledge and skills applied to a particular career 
such as Medicine, Law, Accountancy 
Technical Education - A branch of vocational education that incorporates specific technical skills usually 
involving Mathematics, Science and Engineering such as Engineering, Computer Science, Biomedicine 
Academic Education - Subjects involving the development of critical thinking, theoretical understanding, 
and skills unaligned with any principal career pathway such as History, English. (Phoenix, 2018)  
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Qualifications at levels 4 and 5.  Apprenticeships are seen as “indisputably effective tools 

of social mobility currently available to the government.” (Social Mobility Commission, 

2020, p.5). The changes to the apprenticeship system include the introduction of the 

apprenticeship levy, changes to standards and quality, moving to an employer-led system 

and the introduction of higher-level apprenticeships including level 6 and 7 degree 

apprenticeships.   

 

Whilst apprenticeships have been part of the vocational training landscape for centuries, 

with their legacy being seated in the pre-industrial guilds, the definition of what an 

apprenticeship is, and its role has changed over time.  Traditionally, the term is universally 

recognised as the route an individual takes from being a novice to an expert in his or her 

chosen field and then has the skills to practise that occupation eventually leading to the 

position of ‘master’ who has the authority to employ and train their own apprentices (Fuller 

and Unwin , 2017).  As suggested by Keep and James (2011, p.55):  

“An apprenticeship carries connotations of quality training, leading to meaningful 

and reasonably well-rewarded work in what were traditionally seen as the “skilled 

trades” – engineering, carpentry, building, plumbing and so on”. 

As a result, the apprentice acquires the skills to develop others and develop new ways of 

solving problems and influence the work carried out.   An apprenticeship today is a 

globally recognised, paid work-based model of training and education. The individual 

develops expertise through work-based training (productive work as well as learning), 

together with institution-based education at the respective level. However the English 

apprenticeship has yet to reflect that understanding.   

 

Since the 1980s, apprenticeships have been used by successive governments as policy 

panaceas. They have been central to skills policies in attempt to address a multitude of 

social problems including high youth unemployment rates, social exclusion, and 

economic downturn (Brockmann and Laurie, 2016; Chankseliani and James Relly 2015; 

Wolf 2011).  Furthermore, in comparison with our European colleagues: Germany, 

Austria, and the Netherlands in particular, our apprenticeship approach has often been 

to focus on a low-level skills system, rather than a vocational education which focuses 

on a “strong knowledge base with a central focus on the occupational mobility of the 

individual” (Brockmann et al., 2008 p.550). This has often been to the detriment of the 

English employee, trapping them in the low-skills workplace. As Brockmann et al. (2008) 

suggest, there is a fundamental difference in the way the UK government and employers 
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have conceptualised vocational education and training with other countries.   Our 

European colleagues have a holistic approach to VET, combining theoretical knowledge 

and practical knowledge (task-specific, occupational, and industrial), whereas English 

VET has focused on acquiring task-specific, job-specific skills with little theoretical 

knowledge Winch (2012).   

 

Despite Prime Minister Theresa May’s (2018) desire to remove “outdated attitudes” that 

favour academic over technical education, the perception remains that apprenticeships 

are there to fill a gap for those who ‘fail’ at school or remedial for those who are non-

academic with limited pathways to higher levels of education.  In addition, young people 

of all socio-economic classes are often left with a feeling of not being worth anything 

without a degree.  Kersh & Juul (2015) found that students felt that vocational routes did 

not provide the best life chances from either a prestige or a financial point of view. 

 

The policy focus on general education in England has meant that we have not developed 

highly skilled intermediate and higher managers through the VET system and therefore 

intermediate and higher-level managers are most often graduates i.e., generalists from 

higher education, requiring in-house training even if their degree was specific (e.g. a 

graduate with a Chemistry degree taking up a management graduate training scheme).   

Wolf (2011), Richard (2012) and Sainsbury et al, (2016) all looked at the approach of 

other countries within their reviews of VET.  The 2016 Post 16 skills review summed up 

what was needed:  

“We looked at the approach taken by other countries which already have world-

class systems. It was clear that what they have in common is an easy-to-

understand, high-quality, employer-led, stable technical education option 

extending to the highest levels, alongside the academic option.” (DfE, (2016:12)   

The most recent reforms to technical education and apprenticeships that have been 

developed because of these reviews, will be examined in section 2.4. Whether the 

mechanisms are in place for this to happen remains to be seen and will be discussed in 

later chapters as part of the answer to the question posed by this thesis.    

 

2.3.1 The impact of Higher Education Policy Developments on VET 

In his Review of Higher Education, (Robbins, 1963), Robbins highlighted the need for 

greater emphasis on quality technology courses and colleges as part of the expansion of 
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the UK tertiary education landscape. He suggested that high performing colleges should 

become part of the university system creating a ‘ladder system’ of tertiary education with 

universities at the top and other institutions below.  This, he felt, would increase the 

prominence of technical education.   However the ‘ladder system’ was rejected by 

Anthony Crosland MP, the Secretary of State for Education and Science stating that there 

would be a 

“Continuous rat-race to reach the First or University Division ... (leading to) a 

certain inevitable failure to achieve the diversity in higher education which 

contemporary society needs.” (Crosland, 1965) 

 

Crosland recognised the need for a more systemised approach to tertiary education but 

saw it better served by creating a binary system of higher education “… with each sector 

making its own distinctive contribution to the whole.”  Justifying his preference for a dual 

system, he highlighted “the need and demand for vocational, professionally and 

industrially-based courses … to progress as a nation in the modern technological world.”.  

(Crosland, 1965).  To fulfil the need for vocational and technical education which 

integrated higher education and professional experience, polytechnics were created 

through the amalgamation of a mixture of colleges.   These were designed to offer high 

quality intermediate level courses that prepared students for a specific profession or 

career focusing on employer needs. (Westwood, 2016).   However, as pointed out by 

Kelly (2015) and Phoenix (2018) fifty plus years later, we are still waiting for technical 

education to take off. Nevertheless, as seen in Table 7, former polytechnics have the 

highest engagement with degree apprenticeships.  

 

The move for polytechnics to be given university status in 1992 and the gradual move of 

teacher training colleges and agricultural colleges to receive university status, has 

created a mass expansion of higher education (James Relly, 2021).   Together with Blair’s 

(1999) target of ‘50% of young adults in higher education’ this has created the ‘ladder 

concept’ that the Labour Government of 1965 were so keen to avoid.  Against this 

backdrop, there has been a move away from employment-orientated courses such as 

Foundation Degrees, HNDs, HNCs, as establishments chase the pole positions to 

increase their student population.   
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While reforming vocational and technical education the government have criticised the 

focus placed on higher education as the route for 18/19 year old school or college leavers 

to pursue.  For example, in his “Forgotten 50%: why further education is vital to economic 

recovery” (Williamson 2020), the Secretary of State for Education expressed his 

exasperation with the  

“Inbuilt snobbishness about higher being somehow better than further, when 

really they are both just different paths to fulfilling and skilled employment….”  

However, the expansion of higher education has come about through a mixture of 

government driven initiatives including the removal of capped numbers in higher 

education, widening participation targets and the promise of increased income relative to 

non-graduates over a lifetime.  All of these have encouraged students to follow the higher 

education path despite the changes to tuition fees and maintenance grants.  Announcing 

the creation of Institutes of Technology4 Prime Minister Theresa May (2019) stated:  

“These new Institutes will help end outdated perceptions that going to university 

is the only desirable route and build a system which harnesses the talents of our 

young people.” 

Highlighting his desire to ‘re-balance’ academic and further education, Williamson stated 

that he was “calling time on the idea that higher education is somehow better than further 

education and will tear up the target to send 50% of young people to university” … 

replacing the Blair mantra of “Education, Education, Education” with “Further Education, 

Further Education, Further Education”.   More recently the Prime Minister, Boris Johnson 

has complained that “too many university courses are not delivering value” (2020).  This 

was followed by a highly critical speech from the Minister of State for Higher and Further 

Education, Michelle Donelan, regarding the lack of widening participation focus on 

graduate outcomes and economic benefits stating:   

“Access initiatives [for disadvantaged students] have meant that there has been 

too much focus on getting students through the door, and not enough focus on 

how many drop out or go on to graduate jobs” (Donelan 2021)  

This is despite the 2017 plans for improving social mobility through education (DfE 2017a) 

by increasing transparency of WP activities to improve opportunities and access to HE 

 

4 Collaboration between employers, universities, and further education colleges, they will focus 
on higher level technical training, at level 4 and 5 in STEM subjects.  
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for disadvantaged young people.   At the time of writing the higher education sector is 

still awaiting the government’s response to the Augur HE Post 18 Funding Review (2019).     

2.3.2 Tracking the decline of vocational education and training 

This section provides a historical context to the VET reforms discussed in subsequent 

sections.    I outline the decline of VET since the 1960s, which ran alongside successive 

government focus on the expansion of higher education.   

 

While the Robbins Report of 1963 considered the long term development of higher 

education, politicians, policy makers and employers questioned the effectiveness of the 

apprenticeship framework. Their concerns were that the content did not engage with the 

development of industrial, technical and scientific advances.  The Industrial Training Act 

of 1964 created a government agency composed of employer, union and government 

representatives to oversee the reform of training.  In addition, Industrial Training Boards 

(ITBs) were established with the legal power to set apprenticeship levies and pay out to 

firms for training.  Their broader remit was to reform apprenticeships and ensure they 

were more inclusive (Gospel and Edwards, 2012). The system was highly criticised for 

not considering the needs of small businesses and for being overly bureaucratic. This 

resulted in the creation of the Manpower Services Commission in 1973 to oversee 

Industrial Training Boards, manpower planning and training schemes (Payne, 2008).  The 

levy-grant system was replaced with a right to be exempted and ITBs started to reduce 

in number.   

 

The election of the Conservative government in 1979 brought about the development of 

a more employer-led approach to training (Keep and Rainbird, 1995).  In line with their 

anti-trade union stance, the Thatcher government sought to reduce their power and 

influence (Winch 2012).  The ITBs were finally dismantled, apart from two in the 

construction industry and replaced with Non-Statutory Training Organisations (NSTOs).  

These were business led and had no power to raise levies.  A lack of clarity surrounding 

NSTO remit and effectiveness led to their rebranding in the late 80s as Industry Training 

Organisations (ITO) whose focus was to encourage training and communicate relevant 

information (Payne, 2008).  To address concerns over low quality and take up of 

apprenticeships, they were also the lead body in the development of the National 

Vocational Qualification (NVQ) in 1987.   This established a national system of work 

qualifications that could accommodate the existing qualifications as well as encourage 

the development of new ones.  It resulted in the creation of the National Vocational 
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Qualification (NVQ) in 1987 (Technical Education Matters, 2011).  The focus moved from 

‘time served’ to assessing competence within a role concentrating on the ‘outputs’ of the 

individual, but still lacked the ‘input’ of a training programme. Rather than offering the 

18/19 year old school or college leaver a route to work with a training programme they 

were more suited to someone already employed (Smithers, 2016).   In 1998, accepting 

that ITO performance was inconsistent, they were replaced by National Training 

Organisations (NTOs).  Performance remained patchy and in 2002 they were replaced 

with 25 Sector Skills Councils (SSC). Their goals were to reduce skills gaps, improve 

productivity, improve learning through the development of apprenticeships and support 

employers.  The loss of core government funding since then has reduced their presence 

and only seventeen SSCs exist today and sit on Trailblazer Groups5.  This is in contrast 

to Germany, where sectoral bodies are large, well-resourced and powerful.  

 

Despite the repeated efforts of successive governments to improve skills training, the 

numbers and quality of apprenticeships continued to decline throughout the 80s and 90s 

which led to a more supply led, state interventionist approach with a more prescriptive 

approach to funding, delivery and inspection.  The modern apprenticeship was introduced 

in 1994 attempting to re-invigorate the prestige of the traditional apprenticeship.   They 

were initially introduced in 14 industrial sectors and were restricted to 16-24 year olds. 

Later, they were extended to 80 different occupations offered at levels 2 and 3.  To 

address the previous criticism of NVQs (that of a lack of underpinned knowledge and 

understanding), technical certificates were introduced to satisfy the requirements of the 

occupational sector.   

 

However, the modern apprenticeship was slow to develop, and completion rates were 

low. For example in 2001 only 24% of total starters across the previous four year 

completed the course (Delebarre, 2015).  The Labour government, who had won the 

1997 General Election, commissioned several reviews including the Cassels Report 

(2001), Apprenticeship Task Force (2005) and the Leitch Review of Skills (2006).  These 

highlighted the need for more employer-led vocational and education training at higher 

levels (level 5 and beyond) to maximise economic prosperity, productivity and improve 

social justice by 2020.   The recommendations led to another series of changes, which 

 

5 Trailblazer groups are responsible for developing apprenticeships.  They must be a group of employers 
recognised by IfATE and reflective of those who employ people in the occupation, including small 
employers.  They are led by IfATE project managers. (IfATE. n.d.) 



 

  
 

19 

included the removal of the upper age limit of 25, the creation of a National 

Apprenticeship Service and the development of a national framework to define basic 

standards.  These changes did lead to an increase in apprenticeship numbers but only 

about 40% were taken up by 16-18 year olds and it was still the case that not all 

programmes involved an employer – a programme could be started in a FE college or 

with a training provider in the hope that an employer would be found (Smithers, 2016).   

 

The change of government in 2010 from Labour to the Coalition between Conservative 

and Liberal Democrats, continued to impact the apprenticeship landscape. In 2011 all 

apprenticeships had to have a work-based learning programme involving an employer 

from the start of the programme and last at least 12 months.  However, these changes 

did not increase the quality and number of apprentices as desired. The weak vocational 

training system had led to the bifurcated skills structure of England (Iversen & Stephens, 

2008). Lack of employer commitment to high quality provision, was yet again, limiting the 

success of any apprenticeship programme (Keep, 2020). Concern over a lack of high 

quality technical and professional skilled workers, particularly in the STEM and digital 

sectors that were predicted to be required by 2020 (Wilson and Homenidou, 2012) led to 

the Coalition Government commissioning of a review into Apprenticeships, tasking Doug 

Richard to  

“Take a critical look at apprenticeships and look to identify a set of principles and 

priorities for the optimal content of future apprenticeships, to ensure that every 

apprenticeship delivers new high-quality training and professionally recognised 

qualifications.” (Richard 2012, p.21).  

 

Richard determined that there were three models of apprenticeships being delivered 

under the one brand.  The first delivered substantial skills gain specific to the occupation 

and the second he described as supporting transition of young people to employment, 

where the skills learnt were employability skills.  The third model was offered to 

employees who were competent at their job.  This model sometimes involved upskilling 

through training, but often involved accreditation to assist with employee retention (ibid., 

pp.26-7).  

 

Richard’s extensive recommendations included “apprenticeships should be targeted 

those who are new to a job or role that requires sustained and substantial training” (ibid., 
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p.17) and that upskilling should be delivered separately away from the apprenticeship 

model.  He argued that for transition to the workplace for young people and for lower 

skilled jobs, there should be a traineeship programme separate to the apprenticeship 

programme.  Richard also recommended that apprenticeships should be open to 

everyone, so that workers could respond to changing market conditions where there is 

no longer a job for life.  However, he did see that the model would have a high proportion 

of younger workers who would be starting a new role but older workers, who were 

retraining for new roles, would also be of a significant number.  The recommendations in 

his report together with those from Alison Wolf (2011, 2015) led to the current 

Apprenticeship policy changes which I review in the next section.   

 

2.4. Reforms to vocational and technical education  
The new apprenticeship model introduced by the Coalition Government in October 2013 

(BIS, 2013) set to create a greater, more direct link between education and the world of 

work (Hodgson et al. 2017). This document redefined an apprenticeship as:  

“A job that requires substantial and sustained training, leading to the achievement 

of an Apprenticeship standard and the development of transferable skills.” (ibid. 

p9).  

Four underlying principles were outlined to determine whether a training need could be 

defined as an apprenticeship.  These are that  

• an Apprenticeship is a job, in a skilled occupation  

• an Apprenticeship requires substantial and sustained training, lasting a minimum 

of 12 months and including off-the-job training  

• an Apprenticeship leads to full competency in an occupation, demonstrated by 

the achievement of an Apprenticeship standard that is defined by employers and  

• an Apprenticeship develops transferable skills, including English and maths, to 

progress careers.  

 

Two years later the Conservative Government launched their “English Apprenticeships: 

Our 2020 Vision” (BIS, 2015) highlighting the human capital case for high skills driving 

productivity, national and individual prosperity. The changes to the apprenticeship system 

and technical education were key to the Government’s 2017 plan for improving social 

mobility (DfE, 2017).  The reforms included the creation of three million apprenticeships 

by 2020, placing the focus on high level substantive technical or professional training.  
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The term apprenticeship would also be given a legal status to protect the term from 

misuse and ensure quality.   

 

There was also a major change in the design of an apprenticeship.  The apprenticeship 

template moved from an apprenticeship framework to an apprenticeship standard.   The 

old apprenticeship framework was primarily qualification focused.  This means that for 

some, an apprentice would achieve the qualification but still not have the right skills to be 

competent in their roll.  To address this, the reforms included a move to apprenticeship 

standards which are focused on achieving occupational competency rather than a 

qualification.  Each standard contains a list of the knowledge, skills and behaviours 

(KSBs) deemed necessary to be competent and are tested at the end of the 

apprenticeship through an independent end-point assessment (EPA).  Apprenticeships 

now comprise of seven levels:  

 Level Equivalent Education Level 
Intermediate 2 GCSE 

Advanced 3 A-Level or T-Level  

Higher 

4 Certificate of Higher Education/ Higher National Certificate 

(HNC) 

5 Foundation degree / Higher National Diploma (HND) 

Degree 
6 Bachelor’s degree  

7 Master’s degree  

Table 1 Levels of Apprenticeship 

Source: HM Gov (Nd.) 

Specific reforms to technical education were included in the 2016 Post-16 Skills Plan (BIS 

2016) which committed to implement all the recommendations of the “Sainsbury Report” 

(Sainsbury et al. 2016). The report stated that the investment required to create a high 

quality technical education system would result in increased national prosperity and 

improved social mobility (ibid. p.73).  This plan announced the ambition that 

 “Every young person, after an excellent grounding in the core academic subjects and a 

broad and balanced curriculum to age 16, is presented with two choices: the academic 

or the technical option. The academic option is already well regarded, but the technical 

option must also be world-class. As with the reforms in higher education, we want to 

improve both the quality of education and student choice. There should be appropriate 

bridging courses to make movement between the two options easily accessible.” (BIS 

2016 p.7)  
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The creation of a binary post 16 education system and ability for a student to move 

between the two options has a bearing on the accessibility of degree apprenticeships 

which I now consider through examination of post 16 and 18 options.   

 

2.4.1 Post 16 Options 

As part of the government plan to ensure greater clarity and quality of vocational and 

technical courses at level 3, the following streamlined pathway plan, was developed.  As 

depicted in Figure 2, the plan is that students can switch between the technical and 

academic path in their post 18 tertiary education.  Post 16 students currently have the 

option to take A-levels, T-levels, applied general qualifications (commonly known by their 

brand names, BTECs or Cambridge Technicals), or an apprenticeship.  The reforms now 

mean that a student has the option of A-levels, T-levels or an apprenticeship for their post 

16 education.  

 

As an alternative to A-levels, T-levels have been designed with employers to prepare 

students for work, further training, or study (DfE, 2017b).  They align with one of the 15 

occupation routes as defined by IfATE (2021) and are based around practical learning 

with 80% classroom based and 20% work placement (45 days).  Teaching began in 

September 2020 with a limited roll out of three across three routes (Digital; Construction; 

and Education and Childcare). A further seven were available in September 2021 and 

another six in September 2022 spanning the occupational routes of Legal, Finance and 

Accounting; Engineering and Manufacturing; and Business and Administration). There is 

an expectation that the remaining T-levels will be introduced in 2023.   
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Figure 2 Progression Pathways through education 

Source BIS 2016, p.15 

The success of their creation is yet to be determined, but it needs schools and colleges 

to offer them, universities to recognise them, students to feel confident about them and 

the numbers to increase.  As stated by Sir John Hayes (2021),  

“.. unless you have coverage, they won’t be embedded in the consciousness of 

learners, of potential learnings, of providers, of parents, of everyone else.   … You 

have to have numbers to make the programme credible.”   
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Currently, students can take level 3 BTECs and Cambridge Technicals as an alternative 

to A-levels or one or two alongside A-levels. The reviews of Post 16 education (Richards, 

2012 and Sainsbury et al. 2016) identified that there were too many courses that did not 

equip students for skilled work which included BTECs and Cambridge Technicals.  As a 

result, funding will be removed for applied general qualifications by 2025 (HM Govt, 2021) 

despite an 86% negative response to this funding removal in the Post 16 Review 

Consultation (DfE, 2021b). This feeds into the long-term government ambition for a binary 

education and training system where all young people enter university or an 

apprenticeship (Keep and James Relly, 2016) but will impact widening participation. 

Since 2011, between 25% and 30% of students from the lowest quintile have entered 

higher education with BTECs or a mixture of BTECs and A-levels (Atherton, 2021) and 

therefore BTECs are seen as essential to widening access to higher education.   

Defending their decision, DfE pointed to the success of technical education in 

Netherlands, Germany and Switzerland and argued that T-levels are designed to “provide 

the best overall preparation for students to enter skilled employment for the first time and 

their subsequent future.  The government view is that students should be supported in 

making decisions at 16 between “an excellent academic or technical route” (ibid:11) 

rather that mixing technical and vocational courses.   

 

2.4.2 Post 18 Options 

Degree apprenticeships were part of the original technical education reforms but before 

turning to those in detail, I briefly outline the most recent reforms to post 18 options.  

Further measures to boost the quality and take up of higher technical education were 

announced in 2020 (DfE 2020a and b). The focus now is on qualifications to fill the skills 

deficit at intermediate level - the level of qualification that sits between A-levels or T-levels 

and a bachelor’s degree such as foundation degree, HNC and HND6. These are similar 

to courses that used to be taught in polytechnics and Colleges of Education before the 

1992 education reforms.  These courses are now to be known as Higher Technical 

Qualifications (HTQs) and “provide a natural progression route for young people taking 

new T-levels or A-levels, and adults looking to upskill or retrain … to gain higher technical 

skills in key subjects like STEM.  (HM Govt, 2020b).  HTQs are to be developed in 

collaboration with employers so that they focus on specific skills requirements.  They will 

need to meet the occupational standards (as do apprenticeships) for relevant sector and 

will be college based with teaching starting in 2022.  

 

6 HNC – Higher National Certificate (level 4) and HND – Higher National Diploma (level 5) qualifications  
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The “Skills for Jobs: Lifelong Learning for Opportunity and Growth (DfE, 2021a.) detailed 

the development of HTQs, and the Lifelong Learning Loan Entitlement that means that 

from 2025, loans for HTQs will be available in the same was as those for bachelor’s 

degrees.  The focus on HTQs and reforms to technical education indicates the 

government’s desire overall to “bridge the gap” (Hancock, 2014) and encourage more 

students to take up courses to help fill the technical skills gap.  The next three sections 

consider key administrative changes to the apprenticeship system.  

 

2.4.3 Governance and administration of apprenticeships 

As highlighted by the National Audit Office (2019) the system for overseeing 

apprenticeships is complex, as depicted in Figure 3.  Central to the administration and 

governance is the Institute for Apprenticeships (IfA) which was established in 2016 to 

oversee the design, development and quality of apprenticeships. Through the Technical 

and Further Education Bill (2017) their remit was extended to cover all types of technical 

education and was renamed the Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education 

(IfATE). They define their role thus:  

“A key element of our work is supporting employer groups in the development of 

the apprenticeships. We maintain the occupational maps which underpin all 

technical education. We develop, approve, review and revise apprenticeships and 

technical qualifications with employers. This includes responsibility for T-levels 

delivery and for implementing an approval process for higher technical 

qualifications.” (IfATE n.d.)  

 

The Education and Skills Funding Agency was created in April 2017 following the merger 

of the Education Funding Agency and the Skills Funding Agency.  They are responsible 

for the administration of funding for education and training.  With specific reference to 

apprenticeships, they allocate the funding for the apprenticeship, control the Register of 

Apprenticeship Training Providers7 (RoATP), publish the data on apprenticeship 

participation and deliver the National Careers Service and National Apprenticeship 

Service.  

 

7 Register of apprenticeship training providers – organisations that are eligible to receive government 
funding to train apprentices.   
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Figure 3 Organisations overseeing apprenticeships  

Source: National Audit Office 2019:31 

 

2.4.4 Apprenticeship Levy 

As has been discussed various attempts to reinvent apprenticeships have failed in their 

attempt to engage employers fully.   In recognition of that failure, Wolf (2015) suggested 

that they only way to achieve the “critical mass of involvement” (ibid. p.22) needed to 

achieve the target of three million, was to force engagement through the creation of a 

levy.  Her suggestion was to create a National Apprenticeship Fund that every employer 

would pay a small levy and the subsequent employment of an employee would be 

subsidised by the funds in excess of their contribution.  There would also be a contribution 

from the Government which would cover the ‘general education’ part of the 

apprenticeship.  This funding would go direct to the approved institutions offering the 

training.   

 

However, the Apprenticeship Levy, which came into force in April 2017 only focused on 

organisations with an annual salary bill over £3 million per annum who had to pay a 0.5% 

tax on that bill.  Employers receive a £15,000 fixed annual allowance to offset against the 
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levy but unused allowances cannot be carried over into the next tax year.  Levy payers 

can transfer up to 25% of their funds to other employers in their production chain. For 

companies that do not pay the Apprenticeship Levy, the employer must co-invest 5% of 

the cost of the apprenticeship training and the government pays the remaining 95% (90% 

before 2019) up to the funding band maximum. In addition, Government waives the co-

investment requirement for companies with fewer than 50 employees where the 

apprentice is aged 16-18 or disadvantaged 19-24 year old8:  Public sector bodies with 

250 staff or more were set a 4 year target (Apr 2017-2021) of 2.3% to recruit new 

employees as apprentices.  This was extended for another year (DfE, 2021c) but 

abandoned in March 2022.   

 

Funds drawn from the levy can only be used to pay towards apprenticeship training and 

the associated end point assessments.  Costs such as apprentices’ salary or operational 

costs associated with setting up with programme cannot be drawn against the levy.   

Training providers must be selected from the RoATP. There are 15 funding bands set by 

the Institute for Apprenticeships with the upper limits ranging from £1,500 to £27,000.  

The cost of an apprenticeship can exceed those ranges, but the employer must pay the 

difference. Government expectation was that market forces would drive the competition 

for a fee range within the banding set, however, reality suggests, much like degree tuition 

fees, they are set at the upper limit.  

 

For the non-levy payer or Small Medium Enterprise (SME) participation is complex.  

98.7% of employers in UK are estimated to be non-levy payers (Powell, 2017), yet data 

shows that 84% of level 6 apprenticeship starts were paid for by the levy and 82% of 

them were with big business levy payers which make up 1.3% of UK businesses.  

 

The levy tender process has hampered the availability of degree apprenticeships 

especially for the SME (Policy Connect 2019).  There is a lack of choice of providers for 

approximately 50% of degree apprenticeships standards. A Federation of Small 

Businesses Survey (FSB, 2019) found that the availability of courses or places and the 

distance to training providers hampered SME engagement across all apprenticeships.  

Because of the levy tender regulations, some universities have not been granted a tender 

to provide to SMEs and non-levy payers, even if they have a prior relationship with local 

 

8 defined as having an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHC) or has been in care of the local authority 
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SMEs.   In addition, Battiston et al. (2020) highlight how the associated costs not covered 

by the levy and the complexity of the system disincentivises SME engagement.   

 

2.4.5 Mandated qualifications and assessment in apprenticeships 

The move from apprenticeship frameworks to apprenticeship standards meant a change 

from continual assessment throughout the apprenticeship by gaining qualifications to an 

assessment at the end of the apprenticeship (EPA) testing competency in knowledge, 

skills and behaviours. While this addresses the issue that some apprentices were still not 

competent to carry out their job despite achieving the apprenticeship, the lack of 

mandated, nationally recognised qualifications attached to an apprenticeship has led to 

several problems.  In the initial stages of setting the apprenticeship standards, Trailblazer 

groups were told they could include qualifications in the assessment plans at all levels.  

However, in 2018 the Minister of Skills, Anne Milton MP, prompted a review of mandated 

qualifications for all apprenticeship levels.  As a result, a degree can now only be 

mandated if it fits one of three criteria: 

• a regulatory requirement for the occupation; or 

• a requirement of a professional body for professional registration relevant to the 

occupation; or 

• required by employers in the labour market for the occupation on such a 

widespread basis that an apprentice would be significantly disadvantaged without 

it. This is known as the ‘hard sift’ criterion. 

IfATE back this up with the statement: 

“Over time, as apprenticeship standards gain currency, individuals will no longer 

be disadvantaged in the job market by not having a specific qualification, and the 

need to mandate it should fall away. However, we understand that there may be 

some situations, for example. a fixed legislative requirement, where this may not 

be possible.” (IfATE, 2021)  

 

Whilst the ambition is that apprenticeships will be recognised in their own right (and 

therefore not need an additional qualification), this contradicts the narrative that degree 

apprenticeships can help challenge the academic-vocational divide. Within the English 

labour market degrees are a recognised and well used commodity.  Employers use 

qualifications as part of their selection process, as incentives for current employees as 

well as demonstrating the company’s own credibility in having a skilled workforce.  
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Degrees have been used by successive governments as a means of boosting our 

rankings in education and skills leagues (Fuller & Unwin 2016).  For the individual, a 

qualification is often needed to open the door to the next stage of their career progression 

whether through the labour market, apprenticeship or further and higher education.  As 

examined in sections 2.3.1 and 2.3.2, changes to the post 16 and 18 qualifications and 

the restriction of the inclusion of a nationally recognised qualification in apprenticeships 

has the potential to create a glass ceiling for young people taking the vocational route for 

their post 16 qualifications and so further impact their chances of taking up a degree 

apprenticeship.  

 

2.4.6 Employers in the driving seat 

The government has created the ‘employers in the driving seat’ mantra throughout its 

skills strategy and apprenticeship reforms in a veiled attempt to redress the imbalance of 

lack of investment and employer interest in training over many years (Keep, 2020).  

Placing employers in the ‘driving seat’ was based on the belief that if they had more 

influence in the content and structure of an apprenticeship, they would be more 

incentivised to engage with them (Gambin & Hogarth, 2020).  It was determined that if 

some of the costs were borne by the employer, through their levy contributions, and they 

were given greater control over the content of the apprenticeship the needs of the 

employer would be better met.  And so, the desired move from a supply led VET system 

to a demand led one will happen (Hogarth and Baxter, 2019).   Employers sit on 

Trailblazer groups alongside professional bodies and training and education providers 

and therefore have a key part in designing and reviewing apprenticeship standards. 

Employers are also involved with T-level Panels in a similar role to Trailblazer groups and 

most recently are being encouraged to work closely with the development of Higher 

Technical Qualifications.  Warner and Gladding (2019) offer this diagrammatical 

explanation (Figure 4) of the extent to which employers, at least in theory, are immersed 

in the technical education provision.   

 

However, the reality of employers being co-producers of the new apprenticeships and 

qualifications is still firmly rooted in voluntarism (Keep, 2020) and mainly led by large 

companies which means that the interests of smaller employers are often overlooked.   
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Figure 4 Employers role in technical education  

Source Warner and Gladding (2019:27) 

 

Despite the introduction of the apprenticeship levy, which could be construed as a stick 

to ensure employer engagement, many regard it as a barrier to training (Bilimoria, 2021).  

Employers feel that “employer in the driving seat is more and more like rhetoric than 

reality” (Warner and Gladding (2019, p.6).  Tensions between employers and civil 

servants have led some stakeholders to question whose agenda is being followed.  

Additionally, employers know what skills they need but are not training, education or 

assessment experts; their primary role is delivering a service or product to make money 

for their shareholders.   The training agenda for employers and the State will always be 

different (Gleeson and Keep, 2004) as is the quality regulation between employers and 

training providers (Brockmann et al. 2021).   The lack of employer regulations around 

apprenticeships has led to differing attitudes towards on- and off-job training elements of 

the apprenticeship which have led to differing levels of quality of training; an aspect of 

the old apprenticeship system that was meant to change through the reforms.   

 

The lack of regulation surrounding the use of the apprenticeship levy, together with the 

lack of alternative publicly funded training other than apprenticeships, has led to 

employers trying to fit all forms of training into the apprenticeship model.  Some still see 

it as a low cost/low skills approach to staffing issues, delivering limited on-job training and 

only facilitating the off-job element by allowing staff time away from the workplace.  Other 
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have rebadged existing training options for existing employees (Cullinane & Doherty, 

2020), which is not necessarily a problem per se if it is a way of upskilling or retraining 

staff necessary for the business.  This becomes a problem for the young person leaving 

school as a greater proportion of the apprenticeship levy funds are being used for existing 

employees and not offering new opportunities for young people.   

 

This section has highlighted the numerous policy changes applied to VET and explored 

how they have added to the training dilemma and tensions between stakeholders and 

reinforced the negative perceptions of VET.  In addition, the assessment of the changes 

to the post 16 education options, demonstrated the adverse effect they could have on a 

young person’s ability to access degree apprenticeships.  I now turn to a detailed 

examination of degree apprenticeships.   

 

2.5 The degree apprenticeship model 
This section outlines the degree apprenticeship model and presents an analysis who is 

taking degree apprenticeships.  Degree apprenticeships are a combination of full-time 

work and degree level learning that take between 2 to 6 years to complete.  The degree 

apprentice is a fully paid employee and applies to the employer for an advertised 

apprenticeship role.  The university providing the degree element will have been pre-

determined by the employer and the apprentice does not pay tuition fees.   The tuition 

fees are covered by the Apprenticeship Levy as described in section 2.3.4.  As the top 

two levels of the apprenticeship suite (levels 6 and 7), degree apprenticeships include 

an accredited degree as part of the apprenticeship standard.   Non-degree level 6 and 7 

apprenticeships are also available; these include a work based or professional 

qualification such as accountancy.  Employers use degree apprenticeships to develop 

their staff to fit their company’s requirements.  This may be developing a talent pipeline 

through new employees or upskilling or retraining current staff.  The Association of 

Graduate Recruiters (2017) found that 44% of employers in 2016 offered degree 

apprenticeships to new staff, but in 2017 employers reported they expected that number 

to drop to 31% by 2019 with them expecting to offer more degree apprenticeships to 

current staff. 
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Entry requirements for level 6 entry degree apprenticeships are usually A-levels or A-

level equivalent (such as BTECs), depicted as UCAS tariff points9 and are used to 

confirm a student has the necessary knowledge to access learning.  Level 7 entry 

requirements are usually a first degree or equivalent professional qualification and or 

experience in a managerial role. Level 6 degree apprenticeships are also available to 

people who already have a degree, the only stipulation being that it cannot be in the 

same subject as the degree obtained through the degree apprenticeship.  As discussed 

in previous sections, there is no clear pathway from lower to higher level apprenticeships 

due to the removal of mandated qualifications associated with level 3 apprenticeships.  

The lack of a nationally recognised qualification alongside the apprenticeship means that 

UCAS do not associate tariff points with them and therefore a university needs to find an 

alternative means of verifying a learner’s ability to access the course.  This has a time 

and cost implication for the university but may also become a barrier for the individual 

wishing to become an apprentice.   

 

A degree apprenticeship can either be integrated or non-integrated. Integrated degree 

apprenticeships have been co-designed specifically to meet an apprenticeship standard 

and have the End Point Assessment embedded as part of the degree, for example Digital 

and Technology Solutions Professional, or Police Constable.  A degree apprenticeship 

is described as non-integrated when an existing degree meets the academic knowledge 

requirement which requires the additional workplace training to meet the full 

apprenticeship standard. The assessment of the occupational duties and KSBs requires 

a separate End Point Assessment (for example, Civil Engineer).  

 

While degree apprenticeships are new to universities, work-based learning for many is 

not.  Foundation degrees, sandwich degrees and company sponsored degrees have 

long been a feature of higher education although for most universities a marginal aspect 

to their offering (Welbourn et al. 2019).  Previous work-based learning offered by a 

university has generally involved a policy emphasis on “employer involvement” whereas 

the degree apprenticeship sees a shift towards “employer ownership and design”.   This 

change in the employer-university working relationship has been challenging for those 

involved (Bravenboer, 2016).  The new apprenticeship process puts the employer as the 

 

9 UCAS Tariff Points – UCAS (Universities and Schools Application Service) has a tariff point system 
which translates qualifications and grades on many qualifications into a numerical value 
(https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/what-and-where-study/entry-requirements/ucas-tariff-points) 
 



 

  
 

33 

lead in the relationship with an employer choosing which university to partner with for 

any given apprenticeship, effectively rendering a university as another training provider.  

This also means that a university can be in competition with a private training provider 

who may have degree level or equivalent professional qualification conferring powers10.   

 

The teaching of a degree apprenticeship can be delivered in blocks, day release or 

virtually but must be delivered outside of the main body of work and constitute 20% of 

the overall apprenticeship.  The main delivery model is a flexible bespoke programme 

where modules are delivered at flexible times and styles e.g., distance learning, on-line 

learning, day release, short intensive modules. This is the most common type of delivery.  

An alternative delivery is akin to a standard sandwich course whereby the apprentice 

spends term time at university and non-term time is spent with the employer.  Whether 

this is the true spirit of an apprenticeship, or a rebadging of a sponsored degree is 

debatable.  The relationship that the apprentice has with a university will differ depending 

on the delivery style.  For some, they will be part of the university community through the 

requirement to physically attend a campus once or twice a week.  For others the whole 

course may be delivered online.  As examined in Chapter 6, the location of the university 

has a bearing on the individual’s route to becoming a degree apprentice.  For those with 

low socio-economic status, this can have negative financial implications.   

 

As a part of the apprenticeship system, the degree apprenticeship processes and 

systems follow the governance and administration systems outlined in section 2.3.3 and 

are overseen by the two main agencies involved – IfATE and ESFA.  Together with 

membership organisations such as the Confederation of British Industry (CBI), Tech 

Partnerships, University Vocational Awards Council (UVAC) and the media, this broad 

environment has a bearing on how the degree apprenticeship landscape is perceived 

and engaged with.  Figure 5 illustrates the stakeholders that shape and influence that 

landscape each with their own perception of who degree apprenticeships are for, what 

they are for and how they should be delivered.     

 

10 Level 6 or 7 professional qualifications such as accountancy or law qualifications.   
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Figure 5 Stakeholders in the degree apprenticeship landscape  

 

How the different stakeholders view degree apprenticeships and interact with each other 

provides the analytical basis for my thesis. Mulkeen et al. (2017) found that managing 

stakeholder perceptions was seen as key to the success of degree apprenticeships.  

Findings detailed in the results chapters will demonstrate the different perceptions of 

stakeholders and the resultant tensions that impact their potential to assist in the 

widening participation agenda.   

 

I now turn to consider the government ambition for degree apprenticeships to have a 

positive impact on social mobility and examine the data in relation to who is taking degree 

apprenticeships.    

 

2.6 Degree apprenticeships and social mobility 
This section considers DfE (2021f) and IfATE (2021) data relating to the number of 

degree apprenticeships standards11 available and an analysis of the ages and socio-

economic backgrounds of people who are taking them.  This will give an overview of 

whether they are influencing widening participation.  I highlight the numbers of school 

leavers and level 6 degree apprenticeships in line with the focus of this thesis.  

 

11 An apprenticeship standard is the template for an apprenticeship that sets out the day to day job role 
skills, and the skills, knowledge and behaviours required of an apprentice to be successful.   
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Degree apprenticeships offer a high-quality alternative to the traditional view of higher 

education, particularly for those who do not wish to attend university full time and incur 

the associated debt.  Offering valuable workplace skills whilst earning and the 

opportunity to gain a degree, a degree apprenticeship can increase the earning potential 

for the young person (Cullinane and Doherty, 2020).   The ‘2020 Vision (BIS, 2015a para 

2.2) states,  

“Our goal is for young people to see apprenticeships as a high quality and 

prestigious path to successful careers, and for these opportunities to be available 

across all sectors of the economy and at all levels, up to and beyond first degree 

level.  We need to drive up the supply of higher and degree apprenticeships to 

make this a reality.”   

 

As part of the drive for degree apprenticeships, an £8.5m Degree apprenticeships 

Development Fund (DADF) was established.  Split across two phases, the initial phase 

was designed to develop new degree apprenticeships and the second phase saw 

HEFCE (2017) encourage projects that supported the government’s social mobility 

goals.  Analysis of projects such as those detailed by McKnight et al. (2019) and Bradley 

et al. (2019) found there to be challenges associated with the government’s social 

mobility ambition set against the degree apprenticeship.  However they both found 

benefit in an increased collaboration between employers and universities which over time 

may help the social mobility ambition be realised.   

 

Degree apprenticeships have been seen by many as a vehicle for social mobility through 

an alternative route to higher education (Policy Connect, The Sutton Trust). Early 

announcements and marketing sold them as “a degree without debt” aimed at 18/19 year 

old school or college leavers.  The original announcement (BIS, 2015a) highlighted how 

they would give young people a headstart with the financial security of a regular wage.  

The Office for Students 2019 Access and Participation Guidance allowed universities to 

include degree apprenticeships in their investment to assisting students from 

disadvantaged groups.  Robert Halfon MP (2020) sees degree apprenticeships at the 

top of a “ladder of opportunity” for all young people, particularly those who are 

disadvantaged.  As will be seen in later chapters, who degree apprenticeships are aimed 

at and their related potential for social mobility is a contentious issue.  It must be 

remembered that English apprenticeships are available to all ages, and therefore provide 



 

  
 

36 

a lifelong learning opportunity and offer later life social mobility (UVAC, 2021).  However, 

because of government emphasis on degree apprentices as an alternative route for 

young people to access higher education, I have chosen to focus on the young 18/19 

year old school or college leaver from a low socio-economic background and their ability 

to become a degree apprentice.  I now consider the apprenticeship data to examine who 

is taking degree apprenticeships.  

 

2.6.1 Numbers and characteristics of level 6 and 7 apprenticeships 

As to be expected, apprenticeship standard numbers have increased in number since 

their introduction in 2015.  Level 6 standards have increased 10-fold and level 7 24-fold 

over the last 5 years. 

 

Figure 6 Cumulative numbers of level 6 and level 7 apprenticeship standards 
between 2015 and 2020   

Source: IfATE (2021b)  

Table 2 shows the split between degree apprenticeships, and non-degree 

apprenticeships at level 6 and 7 and how the non-degree apprenticeships have 

increased over time.  At the end of 2020, there was a total of 132 degree level 

apprenticeships standards, 84 (63.6%) were level 6 and 48 (36.4%) were level 7.   

However, Figure 7 shows numbers of level 6, and 7 apprenticeship starts per year 

between 2016 and 2020.    Even though only 36.4% (48 in total) of apprenticeships 

standards are level 7, 49 % (19570) of all starts at the end of 2020 were at level 7.  This 

has a detrimental impact on the potential accessibility for the 18/19 year old school or 

college leaver because level 7 degree apprenticeships are unavailable to them due to 

entry requirements.   

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
Level 6 8 10 19 50 75 84
Level 7 2 3 6 17 34 48
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Table 2 Number of level 6 and level 7 apprenticeship standards available by year 
and by type  

Source: IfATE 2021b authors own analysis 

 

Figure 7 Level 6 and level 7 apprenticeship starts between 2016 and 2020   

Source: DfE (2021f) Apprenticeship and Traineeship data  

 

Further examination of the split between degree and non-degree apprenticeship starts 

at both levels (Table 3) highlights how most level 6 apprentices are studying for a degree 

apprenticeship (87.1% in 2020) whereas for level 7 apprentices the majority are non-

degree apprenticeships.  Non-degree apprenticeships may include a professional 

qualification.  

 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Total 

Level 6 8 2 9 31 25 9 84 
Degree 
Apprenticeships 6 1 6 30 19 5 67 

Non-degree 
Apprenticeships 2 1 3 1 6 4 17 

Level 7 2 1 3 11 17 14 48 
Degree 
Apprenticeships 1 1 1 5 12 5 25 

Non-degree 
Apprenticeships 1  2 6 5 9 23 

Total 10 3 12 42 42 23 132 
 

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
Level 6 1,650 6,340 10,820 15,060 19,650
Level 7 50 4,500 11,650 15,430 19,570
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 Table 3 Level 6 and level 7 apprenticeship starts between 2016 and 2020 by level 
and type 

Source: DfE (2021f) Apprenticeship and Traineeship data  

 

The following two tables compare the amount of apprenticeship standards that are 

available in each occupation route12.  Table 4 outlines the number of different 

apprenticeships available in each occupational route.  Employers decide on the need for 

apprenticeship standards to be developed and therefore the implication is that there is a 

skills deficit in that occupational route.  The four areas where level 6 apprenticeships are 

needed most are: Health and Science (23 standards); Engineering and Manufacturing 

(15 standards); Construction (12 standards) and Legal, Finance and Accounting (6 

standards).  At level 7 they are: Health and Science (13 standards); Engineering and 

Manufacturing (11 standards); Creative and Design (8 standards) and Legal, finance and 

accounting (6 standards).  Table 5 outlines the total number of levels 6 and 7 

apprenticeship starts between 2016 and 2020 using DfE (2021f) data 13 and highlights 

that the most popular degree apprenticeships for both level 6 and level 7 are in Business 

Administration and Law (level 6 – 30.5%, level 7 – 87%) and secondly Health, Public 

Services and Science (level 6 – 28.4%, level 7 – 4.47%).   

 

12 There are 15 occupational routes as designated IfATE upon which all apprenticeships and T levels are 
based on.  
13 Apprenticeship start data is collated by DfE and occupational routes are configured differently to IfATE 
Occupational Routes.  For analysis purposes the author has mapped the DfE occupational routes with the 
IfATE and DfE occupational routes.  

       

 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

Total 
starts 

between 
2016 and 

2020 
Level 6 starts per year 1,650 6,340 10,820 15,060 19,650 53,520 

Degree 1,620 5,740 9,650 13,460 17,120 47,590 
Non-degree 30 600 1,170 1,600 2,530 5,930 

Level 7 starts per year 50 4,500 11,650 15,430 19,570 51,200 
Degree 20 30 520 1,650 2,450 4,670 
Non-degree 30 4,470 11,130 13,780 17,120 46,530 

Total Level 6 and 7  
per year  1,700 10,840 22,470 30,490 39,220 104,720 
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Table 4 Apprenticeship standards by  IfATE occupational route 

Source: IfATE (2021) 

 

Table 5 Cumlative number of apprenticeship strts between 2016 and 2020 by DfE 
occupational route 

Source: DfE Apprenticeship and Traineeship Starts Data (2021f)  

Comparison between apprenticeship standards per occupational route and total 

apprenticeship starts (Table 6) by considering the ratio between the number of standards 

in an occupational route and number of starts shows that despite STEM apprenticeship 

standards being greatest in number across all routes, for both levels, Business, 

Administration and Law have the highest ratio at both level 6 and 7.    

 

Occupation Route Level 6 Level 7 Total
Agriculture, environmental and animal care 2 2 4
Business and administration 4 3 7
Care services 2 2
Construction 12 2 14
Creative and design 2 8 10
Digital 5 2 7
Education and childcare 1 1 2
Engineering and manufacturing 15 11 26
Health and science 23 13 36
Legal, finance and accounting 6 6 12
Protective services 2 2
Sales, marketing and procurement 5 5
Transport and logistics 5 5
Total 84 48 132

Occupational Routes 6 7 
Agriculture, Horticulture and Animal Care 60  
Arts, Media and Publishing  30 
Business, Administration and Law 16,350 44,460 
Construction, Planning and the Built Environment 7,650 630 
Education and Training 1,550 1,380 
Engineering and Manufacturing Technologies 5,070 800 
Health, Public Services and Care 15,120 2,290 
History, Philosophy and Theology 10  
Information and Communication Technology 6,900 1,330 
Retail and Commercial Enterprise 350  
Science and Mathematics 300 150 
Social Sciences 160 130 
Total 53,520 51,200 
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Table 6 Ratio of numbers of standards per occupational and cumulative starts of 
the top four standards by occupational route 

Source: DfE (2021f) and IfATE (2021) and authors analysis 

This highlights a disconnect between the view of those who determine which 

apprenticeship standards need to be developed and the employers offering level 6 and 

7 apprenticeships.   

 

2.6.2 Providers of degree apprenticeships 

Universities are vital to delivering the teaching element of degree apprenticeships and 

for degree apprenticeships to be seen with the parity of esteem that the government 

desires, it is essential that numbers of high tariff university providers increase.14  At the 

end of the 2019/20 academic year, there were 106 out of 166 English universities offering 

level 6 and or level 7 degree apprenticeships15.  Table 7 shows an analysis of university 

engagement with degree apprenticeships by type (Russell Group, Former Polytechnics 

and Other Universities) and high, medium or low tariff.  Of all English universities 64% 

offer level 6 degree apprenticeships and 66% offer level 7.    

 

14 FE colleges also offer degree apprenticeships, but for this research I have only considered universities.  
15 Statistics gathered from desktop research by author and detailed at Appendix D.  

Occupation Route no of standards no of starts 
2016-2020 ratio

Health, Public Services and Care, 
Science and Mathematics 25 15,420          616           

Engineering and manufacturing 15 5,070            338           
Construction 12 7,650            638           
Business, Administration and Law 10 16,350          1,635        
Health, Public Services and Care, 
Science and Mathematics 13 2,440            188           

Engineering and manufacturing 11 800               73             
Business, Administration and Law 9 44,460          4,940        
Creative Arts 8 -                -            

level 6

level 7
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 Table 7 Number of universities offering degree apprenticeships 

Source: desktop analysis by author (Appendix D) 

 

Of Russell Group universities, seven (35%) offer level 6 degree apprenticeships and nine 

offer level 7 (45%), six (30%) offer both.  Of the former polytechnics, 91% offer level 6 

and 88% level 7.  Of the other universities in England, 59% offer level 6 and 60% offer 

level 7.  Of the higher tariff universities in that group (12 universities) 1 offers level 6 and 

5 offer level 7.  This is compared to 16 and 14 in the middle tariff universities (22 

universities) and 14 and 13 respectively in the lower tariff universities (19 universities). 

As can be seen from these figures, the numbers of middle and low tariff universities 

engaging with level 6 degree apprenticeships (accessible to 18/19 year old school or 

college leavers) is far higher than high tariff universities.  The potential impact of this will 

be discussed in Chapter 8.   

   

2.6.3 Access to degree apprenticeships 

I now consider the age split across degree apprenticeships and the associated levels of 

deprivation to consider the amount of young people from low socio-economic 

lv 6 lv 7 lv6 lv7 lv6 lv7 lv6 lv7

20
7 9 7 9

35.0% 45.0% 35.0% 45.0%
6.6% 8.5% 6.6% 8.5%

33
30 29 2 3 19 17 9 9

66.7% 100.0% 100.0% 89.5% 81.8% 81.8%
90.9% 87.9% 6.1% 9.1% 57.6% 57.6% 27.3% 27.3%
28.3% 27.4% 1.9% 2.8% 17.9% 17.9% 8.5% 8.5%

53
31 32 1 5 16 14 14 13

8.3% 41.7% 72.7% 63.6% 73.7% 68.4%
58.5% 60.4% 1.9% 9.4% 30.2% 26.4% 26.4% 24.5%
29.2% 30.2% 0.9% 9.4% 15.1% 13.2% 13.2% 12.3%

106 68 70 10 17 35 31 23 22
28.6% 48.6% 85.4% 75.6% 76.7% 73.3%

64% 66% 9.4% 16.0% 33.0% 29.2% 21.7% 20.8%

Higher Tariff Middle Tariff Lower Tariff

Universities offering level 6 or 7 Degree Apprenticeships yr 2019/2020
All in specific 
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backgrounds are taking up level 6 apprenticeships16.  For the 18/19 year old school or 

college leaver, level 6 degree apprenticeships are the most accessible as level 7 usually 

require a first degree or 3 years senior level experience, the following analysis 

concentrates primarily on level 6 apprenticeships.  As degree apprenticeships standards 

have increased, so have starts from 1,650 in 2016 to 19,650 in 2020 (Table 3).  However, 

the split between the age of the apprentices has changed with most level 6 apprentices 

now aged over 25 (Figure 8).  Those under 19 (an approximation for 18/19 year old 

school or college leavers), has decreased by 16.7%, those between 19 and 24 (of which 

some are likely to be 18/19 year old school or college leavers having not gone to a new 

role straight from school) has decreased by 8.8%.  Starts for those over 25, have 

increased by 25.5%.  

 

 

Figure 8 Percentage of level 6 apprenticeship starters by age between 2016 and 
2020 

Source: DfE (2021f) Apprenticeship and Traineeship Data  

Analysis of the numbers of starts (Figure 9) highlights the limited numbers of young 

people from all levels of deprivation who are taking up level 6 apprenticeships which in 

2020 was just 1,610 as opposed to 10,890 who were over 25.   

 

16 DfE IMD Apprenticeship Starts (2021f) Tables do not distinguish between degree and non-degree 
apprenticeships.  Therefore the following analysis considers level 6 apprenticeships, of which 87% are 
degree apprenticeships (Table 3).  

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
25+ 30.5% 45.5% 47.7% 49.0% 56.0%
19-24 44.5% 38.9% 37.7% 38.4% 35.7%
Under 19 25.0% 15.6% 14.6% 12.6% 8.3%
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Figure 9 Number of level 6 apprenticeship starts by age between 2016 and 2020 

Source: DfE (2021f) Apprenticeship and Traineeship Data  

 

Analysis of the deprivation levels across all ages of level 6 apprentices by IMD17 

deprivation level (Figure 10) shows an increase of starters coming from the Quintile 1 

(those with the most deprivation) from 210 to 2870 which would be expected as the 

number of apprenticeships starts has increased in that time.  As a percentage of the total 

number of starters this represents an increase of 1.9%, from 12.7% to 14.6%.  

Apprenticeship starts in Quintile 5 (those from the least deprived areas) as a percentage 

have reduced by 4.1%, from 26.7% to 22.6%.  This suggests that accessibility across all 

ages, for level 6 apprenticeships is getting better for those from low socio-economic 

backgrounds.   

 

 

17 IMD Deprivation level is constructed from seven indices of different domains: income deprivation, 
employment deprivation, health deprivation and disability, education and training deprivation, barriers to 
services, living environment / housing deprivation, and crime is used for Apprenticeship statistics.  POLAR 
4 is derived from the proportion of 18-year-olds who continue to higher education at age 18 or 19 is used 
for higher education widening participation statistics  

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
25+ 500 2830 5090 7270 10890
19-24 730 2420 4020 5690 6930
Under 19 410 970 1560 1870 1610

0

5000

10000

15000

20000

Nu
m

be
r o

f L
ev

el
 6

 A
pp

re
nt

ice
sh

ip
 S

ta
rt

s

25+

19-24

Under 19



 

  
 

44 

 

Figure 10 All age level 6 apprentices by IMD levels of deprivation between 2016 
and 2020 

Source: DfE (2021f) Apprenticeship and Traineeship Data  

 

Figure 11 provides data regarding the age of apprenticeship starters by IMD deprivation 

for 2019 to compare with widening participation data for traditional degrees for 2019/2018.  

This shows that even though accessibility seems to be increasing for apprentices from 

low socio-economic backgrounds, there is a clear divide in accessibility between the 

ages. Comparison with participation in traditional degrees, (Chapter 3, section 3.3) 

shows an even greater difference.  Across all ages of full time applicants, 27.6% of 

undergraduates were from Quintile 1 and 58.3% of undergraduates came from Quintile 

5 (least deprived).  Degree apprenticeship data for 2019 shows that just 13% of level 6 

apprentices came from Quintile 1 and 24.5% from Quintile 5.   

 

18 Data comparison for 2019/20 starters as undergraduate data not available for 2020/2021 starters in 
higher education not available at time of writing.   
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Figure 11 Percentage of level 6 apprenticeship starts by IMD category and age in 
2019 

Source: DfE (2021f) Apprenticeship and Traineeship Data  

However, when examining the picture for Under 19s alone (as a representation for school 

leavers) we see a very stark picture (Figures 12 and 13).   The good news story is that 

there is a slight increase in the percentage of school and college leavers (under 19s) 

taking degree apprenticeships from the most deprived areas (Quintile 1), going up from 

8.6% to 9.9% and those from the least deprived areas (Quintile 5) going down from 

33.7% to 31.7% (Figure 12).    

 

Figure 12 Percentage of under 19 level 6 apprenticeship starts by IMD category 
and year 

Source: DfE (2021f) Apprenticeship and Traineeship Data  
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But analysis of the numbers shows that while the percentage of under 19s from Quintile 

1 has gone up, the actual number of degree apprentices from Quintile 1 has not changed 

in the last two years (Figure 13).  

 

 

Figure 13 Number of under 19 level 6 apprenticeships by IMD category and year 

Source: DfE (2021f) Apprenticeship and Traineeship Data  

The number of school leavers from Quintile 1 has remained at 160 young people out of 

19,650 level 6 apprentices.      

 
2.7 Chapter Summary 
In this chapter I have provided a context to the introduction of degree apprenticeships 

through presenting a brief history of vocational education and training policy and 

debates.  An examination of the reforms to VET demonstrated the impact of those 

reforms on degree apprenticeships development, on the premise that if more degree 

apprenticeships are available that can only assist those from socially disadvantaged 

backgrounds.  I closed the chapter with a detailed analysis of the data available on 

degree apprenticeships to outline the ages and socio-economic groups of degree 

apprentices.  This set the scene for the reality of their impact on widening participation 

of 18/19 year old school or college leavers of low socio-economic status.   
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Chapter highlights 

Ø Policy reforms for vocational and technical education have led to: 

Ø Binary choice between technical and academic education for Post 16 
and Post 18 students with a planned reduction of Applied Qualifications 
such as BTEC which will impact accessibility for low socio-economic 
students. 

Ø Introduction of Apprenticeship Levy for organisations with a salary bill of 
over £3 million per annum 

Ø Creation of IfATE to oversee development of employer led technical 
education  

Ø IfATE ambition for an apprenticeship to be a recognised qualification in 
its own right  
 

Ø The move to employer-led VET has caused tension and different 
interpretations of Apprenticeship Levy use resulting less funding available 
for non-levy payers. 
 

Ø There are discrepancies between the number of apprenticeship standards 
being created within and the number of apprenticeships starts in 
occupational routes. 
 

Ø Government desire to reduce negative perception of apprenticeships by 
through engagement of high tariff universities is not coming to fruition: 
Ø 91% former polytechnics and 35% Russell Group universities offer level 

6 degree apprenticeships. 
Ø 29% higher tariff, 85% middle tariff and 77% lower tariff offer level 6 

degree apprenticeships.   
 

Ø Apprenticeship statistics show that in 2020: 
Ø 36% of level 6 and 7 degree apprenticeships standards are level 7, 

however 49% of level 6 and 7 apprentices were level 7.  These are 
generally unavailable to school leavers.   

Ø At level 6, 56% of apprentices were over 25 and 8.3% were under 19. 
Ø At level 6, 9.9% of under 19 apprentices came from IMD Quintile 1 

(most disadvantaged) and 31.7% (all ages) from Quintile 5. 
Ø Out of 19,650 level 6 apprentices who started in 2020, there were just  

160 school leaver apprentices from the most disadvantaged socio-
economic group. 
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To consider how degree apprenticeships could impact widening participation Chapter 3 

considers the history of widening participation through examination of the persistent 

inequalities experienced in higher education.   I consider the impact of higher education 

policy changes on widening participation and discuss the barriers to higher education 

and how they are replicated for those attempting to become degree apprentices.  The 

chapter closes with an examination of how the inconsistency of careers education, 

information, advice and guidance continues to prevail and replicate the social 

reproduction seen in education.  
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Chapter	3:	Widening	participation	

The previous chapter examined how reforms to vocational education and training led to 

the creation of degree apprenticeships and analysed degree apprenticeship statistics 

including the numbers of students from low socio-economic backgrounds who are taking 

up degree apprenticeships.  This chapter will examine how the persistent inequalities in 

higher education have led to a focus on widening participation policies.  I look at how 

policy changes have affected accessibility for young people from low socio-economic 

backgrounds, highlighting the continual disparities between their engagement and those 

from higher socio-economic backgrounds.  I then consider barriers to higher education 

and how they are relevant for potential degree apprentices.   

 

3.1  Social Mobility and Widening Participation 
The view that reduced social mobility is seen as a problem by politicians and the media 

has developed over recent decades (Goldthorpe 2013, Payne 2017).  Payne (2017, p.45) 

suggests that whilst the political parties may disagree about what mobility is and why it 

is a good thing, they do agree on the importance of it with “a shared shorthand says that 

‘mobility’ must be a good thing and ‘we need more of it’ even if we are not specific about 

the form it takes.”.  Goldthorpe identified how the political consensus view is that better 

education through policy is the critical route for increasing mobility.  However, his 

research with Bukodi (Bukodi and Goldthorpe, 2019) indicates that education does not 

appear to improve total mobility from class origins to class destination.  The growing 

massification and marketisation of higher education has led to a commodification of 

degree level qualifications (Tomlinson and Watermeyer, 2020) which has resulted in a 

devaluing of credentials (Brown, 2003).    

 

Nevertheless, policy makers across the world have embraced the argument that there is 

a connection between better education, social mobility and the subsequent economic 

growth of the country (Keeley, 2007; Klees, 2016; Warhurst et al., 2017). This, as 

suggested by Ball (2017), means that education policy is now regarded primarily from an 

economic point of view as expressed by various Prime Ministers.  

“… This country will succeed or fail on the basis of how it changes itself and 

gears up to this new economy, based on knowledge.  Education therefore is now 

at the centre of economic policy making for the future.” (Blair, 2005) 
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“We want to create an education system based on real excellence, with a 

complete intolerance of failure.  … We’ve got to be ambitious if we want to 

compete in the world.  When China is going through an educational renaissance, 

when India is churning out science graduates, any complacency right now would 

be completely fatal to our economic prospects.”  (Cameron, 2011)  

 

“To become that Britain where a thriving economy drives up living standards and 

creates greater security and opportunity for everyone and where the prosperity 

which economic growth generates is more fairly shared in our society, we need 

education to be the key that unlocks the door to a better future.” (May 2018) 

 

As a result, there has been a huge expansion of higher education within UK as a route 

for social mobility.  However, this expansion has done little to dent social inequalities 

seen in education (Burke, 2012; Reay, 2017; Social Mobility Commission, 2016, 2017, 

2020a).  A focus on decreasing the inequalities has meant that widening participation in 

higher education has become high on every UK government’s agenda over the last 30 

years (Greenback, 2006; Maringe & Fuller, 2008; Stevenson et al., 2010). Seen as a 

facilitator of social mobility, widening participation attempts to reduce the inequalities 

between various subgroups of the population including ethnicity, socio-economic status, 

gender, disability, or age.  Nevertheless, despite the increased number of participation 

and widening participation initiatives, access and participation inequalities between 

social groups still exist in higher education and professional careers (Social Mobility 

Commission, 2017; Younger et al., 2018).   Inequalities are seen to persist at every stage 

of the higher education system including application, acceptance, performance, 

retention, and progression (Britton et al., 2021).   

 

Widening participation policy and engagement has been extensively evaluated 

(Thompson, 2019).  Macro level analysis shows how changes in successive government 

agenda and massification of higher education have influenced individual HEI policy 

(Archer, 2007; Greenbank, 2006).  Meso analysis has highlighted the problems with 

access policies, retention, and progression of non-traditional students together with the 

organisational context of universities (Bathmaker, 2017; McCaig, 2016; Rainford, 2017).  

Other research has focused on the micro analysis including barriers to entry (Thomas, 

2002), identity (Burke, 2012; Reay 2015, 2018) and the use of capitals (Bathmaker et al., 

2013; Thompson et al., 2016).  Examination of degree apprenticeships against the 
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widening participation scholarship offers a window which to examine their potential to 

facilitate widening participation.  Limited numbers, middle-class take up, lack of 

accessibility for working class applicants, geographical inequalities, and lack of financial 

support have meant that rather than increasing the widening participation and social 

mobility, has led to concerns over a ‘middle class grab’ of degree apprenticeships (House 

of Commons, 2018, 2018a; House of Lords 2018).  

 

In the next section, I analyse how higher education and widening participation policies 

have changed the higher education landscape in the last sixty years and examine the 

barriers to higher education for school and college leavers from low socio-economic 

status backgrounds.   

 

3.2 Higher education and widening participation policy  
From the Robbins Report (1963) into higher education, to the Dearing Inquiry (1997) to 

the ‘Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility and 

Student Choice’ (BIS, 2016) to the most recent Post-18 Education and Funding Review 

(Augur, 2019), the connection between a better educated population and economic 

growth has been at the forefront of many UK education and skills policies across all 

political parties.  The assumption is that higher education participation is the best route 

for young people who are qualified by ability and attainment (Burke, 2012).  As discussed 

in Chapter 2, there have been multiple reforms to the vocational education and training, 

but it has largely been treated as a ‘skills agenda’, suggesting in some way that it is 

second rate to higher education. This has often led a young person to believe their “life 

chances have been wrecked” if they do not go to university (Willets, 2010).  

 

The Robbins Review (1963) recognised there was a large pool of ‘untapped talent’ who 

were not accessing higher education (Stanistreet, 2013).  What is now thought of as the 

“Robbins Principle”, and often seen as one of the earliest inputs into the widening 

participation debate, was summed up in the report’s guiding principle that 

“Courses of higher education should be available to all who are qualified by 

ability and attainment to pursue them and who wish to do so” (Robbins, 

1963:8).  

The report was accepted by the Conservative Government out of political need for a 

positive story as much as the persuasive nature of the evidence (Gibney, 2013).  Shattock 
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(2014, p.1) reports that Edward Heath, the Secretary of State for Industry, Trade and 

Regional Development stated “We had no choice” when asked why the report was 

accepted.  

 

The report acted as a catalyst for the creation of more universities and polytechnics in 

the 1960s and 70s and an increase in student numbers, including women, mature and 

ethnic and minority students (Stevenson et al. 2010).  In addition, funding support for 

students on a national basis was suggested building on the Anderson Committee Report 

of 1960 which proposed a state award for full-time home undergraduate students 

(Bogdanor, 2010).  Whilst it can be argued that The Robbins Report started the roots of 

widening participation, as a political agenda, it has only really taken hold since the late 

1990s (Callendar, 2002; Maringe & Fuller, 2008, Stevenson et al, 2010). 

 

Over the next 30 years, student numbers continued to increase, despite tightening of 

public financial provision in the early 1980s (Mayhew, 2004), largely because of two main 

contributory factors. Firstly, university financing would follow the student and secondly 

the decision to allow polytechnics to become universities (HM Gov 1992).  This move 

was meant to end the binary divide between universities and polytechnics. The ‘new 

universities’ were given similar funding arrangements which meant that all universities 

could increase their income by increasing their student numbers (Maringe & Fuller, 2008).  

Conservative Government policy throughout the eighties and nineties focused on 

increasing higher education participation as a fundamental route to the future of the 

prosperity of the country. 

 

As student numbers increased through the expansion of universities, funding 

discrepancies between pre and post 1992 universities remained alongside a decline in 

the unit funding per student.  The Dearing Inquiry was commissioned in 1996 to try to 

address the issues.  Tasked with how higher education funding should be reformed to 

support students and the needs of the country, the Dearing Report (1997) considered 

the lack of class diversity in higher education.  The report’s premise was that low 

participation from lower socio-economic groups was due to poor qualifications, low 

aspirations and poor decision making.  In other words, the report concluded that the root 

of the problem lay with the individual rather than persistent structural issues (Burke, 

2012; Whitty et al. 2015).   Despite empirical evidence to the contrary (Burke, 2012, 

Baker, 2017, Reay, 2018), the focus of widening participation has centred around a 
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young people from lower socio-economic and ethnocultural backgrounds who fail to 

acknowledge the benefit of higher education (Spohrer, 2015). As suggested by 

Abrahams (2016) the notion of aspiration used in government policies is based on a 

culturally loaded middle-class model of success.  However as Burke (ibid.) highlights, 

this view does not consider the complexities that make up an individual’s identity such 

as the interconnectedness of their aspirations and view of their social position.  Nor does 

it recognise any institutional or organisational responsibility.  Nor does it take into 

consideration the difference between aspirations and expectations which are often 

conflated in widening participation policy (Khattab, 2015).  This will be analysed in 

greater detail in section 3.4.   

 

The recommendations of the Dearing Report largely focused on the role of universities 

in improving the aspirations and decisions of lower socio-economic potential students.  

They included:   

• that the allocation of funding for expansion should go to those universities who 

could demonstrate a commitment to widening participation and have a 

participation strategy and a mechanism for monitoring and reviewing the 

provision. 

 

• a proposition that funding should be found for projects designed to address low 

expectations and achievement and to promote progression to higher education. 

 

• there should be additional funding for pilot projects for institutions which enrolled 

students from disadvantaged locations.    

 

Many of the themes that were covered in the Dearing Report still resonate today.   Whilst 

the widening participation landscape has changed since Dearing’s initial vision 

(Thompson 2019), the report meant that widening participation was firmly ensconced in 

the lexicon of higher education.   The New Labour commitment to achieving 50% 

participation in higher education among 18-30 year olds by 2010 led to a focus on 

“equality of opportunity” rather than “equality of outcome”.  As a result, widening 

participation initiatives concentrated on fair access through fairer admissions of under-

represented groups (Whitty et al. 2015).  The concept of widening participation had 

become central to policy decisions e.g. the recruitment of under-represented groups into 

higher education with the rationale framed in economic (revitalising local and national 

economies) and social terms (boosting individual and collective wealth) (Archer, 2007).      
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Widening participation initiatives largely focused on developing pre-university activities 

such as Aim Higher and Action on Access, both designed to engage young people, boost 

their confidence and encourage their applications to university.    Funded by BIS and 

HEFCE, the aim was to raise awareness, attainment, and aspiration through local 

outreach partnerships between schools, colleges, universities, and training providers.  

The core programme of activities included campus visits; mentoring; master classes; 

student ambassadors; information, advice, and guidance (IAG); and summer schools and 

HE-related residential experiences.    Careers Education Advice and Guidance (CEIAG) 

which has long been deemed to be a way of increasing aspiration is discussed later in 

this chapter.  Under Prime Minister Tony Blair, education was seen as a compensation 

for the ills of both society and the economy (Reay, 2008) as he argued that “education 

has a unique ability to correct the inequalities of class or background” (Blair, 2006).  

 

The Dearing Report, under the Labour government, also led to the introduction of means-

tested tuition fees of £1,000 per year as laid down in the Teaching and Higher Education 

Act 1998 (HM Gov, 1998).  Maintenance loans replaced maintenance grants to cover 

living expenses.  In 2003, a variable tuition fee system was introduced and universities 

could set their own fees up to a cap of £3,000 which were not means-tested but there 

was a re-introduction of means-tested maintenance grants.19   

 

The Coalition government of 2010-15 continued with Labour’s aim to attract a higher 

proportion of students from disadvantaged families into higher education and improving 

social mobility through fairer access.  (House of Commons, 2018a).  The White Paper 

“Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System” (BIS, 2011) outlined a new 

widening participation and fair access framework while the Browne Review (2010) 

recommended that the cap on fees should be removed and the point at which graduates 

would start to pay be their loan would rise to £21,000.  The Coalition government chose 

to increase the tuition fee cap from £3225 to £9,000 per annum.  Students could also 

access a location based, means-tested maintenance loan to cover living expenses. The 

National Scholarship Programme was also introduced to offer financial assistance to 

students from low income families.  In 2014, the widening participation strategy was 

extended to emphasis the whole “student lifecycle”.  This brought employability into focus 

 

19 The 1998 changes only applied to UK wide students for one year, when the devolved nations chose to 
determine their own systems for university funding.  Therefore changes discussed only apply to England.   
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and so reduce disparity between disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged students’ 

employment progression (BIS, 2014).   

 

In 2016, the Conversative Government set targets for widening participation in higher 

education by 2020, doubling the 2009 proportion of disadvantaged backgrounds in higher 

education (BIS, 2016).  The narrative that marketisation of higher education was 

necessary for economic success as a knowledge economy was at the heart of the paper.  

The core objective for higher education was that it was now a route to national economic 

prosperity (Brown et al. 2020). It introduced the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) 

designed to improve standards and suggested that by raising competition and improving 

access, students would have a greater choice which would lead to greater participation 

and social mobility.   In 2017 the Office for Fair Access was merged with the Office for 

Students (OfS) with a focus on equality of opportunity and to ensure continued support 

throughout the student lifecycle (DfE, 2017a).  There was a drive to ensure effective 

spending of access and participation funding and a duty of transparency on widening 

participation practices particularly in selective universities.  Any university that wishes to 

charge tuition fees above £6000 must have an Access and Participation Plan approved 

by the Director of Fair Access which details strategies and targets for widening 

participation and student outcomes.  

 

The latest direction of travel for government policy on widening participation was outlined 

by the Minister of State for Higher and Further Education, Michelle Donelan. In this 

speech she tasked the tertiary education sectors to offer more diversity and flexibility of 

courses for students of all ages, supported through a lifelong learning loan, to help reduce 

the skills gap and widen participation:  

“The message that LLE [lifelong learning entitlement] sends out to communities 

across the country that do not typically go to higher education and higher technical 

education – is that, if they want to, they can.”  (Donelan, 2021).   

The vision continues with the connection between the education system and economy 

working “hand in glove” together towards a highly skilled and paid workforce. It includes 

targets for an increase in higher and degree apprenticeships and Higher Technical 

Qualifications at Levels 4 and 5 as discussed in Chapter 2.   
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Recognising the continuing disparity in completion rates and destinations between 

students from disadvantaged and advantaged backgrounds, universities have been 

tasked with amending their Access and Participation Plans by the Secretary of State for 

Education, Nadhim Zahawi to increase their focus on attainment and outcomes (Zahawi, 

2021).   In addition, there is a return to focus on the university role in raising aspirations 

of school aged students.  Difficulties associated with a focus on the raising aspirations 

discourse is discussed in section 3.4.4.  I shall now examine the disparities between 

different socioeconomic groups.   

 

3.3 Disparities in participation in higher education  
OfS objectives cover participation, experience, outcomes, and value for money for 

students.  While participation in higher education has increased, widening participation 

interventions have not significantly reduced the gaps and have been difficult to evaluate 

(Younger et al., 2019; Robinson and Salvestrini, 2020).  OfS have set “ambitious and 

long-term targets for themselves and the sector” 20 to eliminate inequalities in higher 

education.  However, the gaps between those who are disadvantaged and those who 

are not, remain high.  Figure 14 considers the progression rate to HE for students aged 

19 by POLAR21  disadvantage on full time courses (not including degree 

apprenticeships).  It demonstrates the continuing disparities seen in higher education 

between socio-economic groups.  Students in Quintile 5 (the most advantaged) are more 

than twice as likely (58%) to progress to higher education than those from the most 

disadvantaged quintile (27.9%).  The gap over the last 5 years has narrowed slightly with 

the progression rate for the most disadvantaged increasing to 3% compared with 1.6% 

for the most advantaged.  Nevertheless, the gap between the two groups remains 

distinct.   

 

 

20 https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/about/measures-of-our-success/participation-performance-
measures/  
21 POLAR Participation of Local Areas is produced by the Office for Students and classifies small areas 
across the UK into 5 groups according to their level of young participation in HE.  Each group represents 
around 20% of young people and are ranked from quintile 1 (Q1) (areas with the lowest young 
participation rates, considered as the most disadvantaged) to quintile 5 (Q5) (highest young participation 
rates, considered the most advantaged).   
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Figure 14 Progression to higher education by POLAR 4 disadvantage for 19 years 
old and under 

Source Data: DfE widening participation in Higher Education data  

 

However, when considering progression to the higher tariff universities, the gap between 

the two groups widens significantly (Figure 15).    In 2019/20 the most advantaged pupils 

were nearly five times more likely to progress to a high tariff university than the most 

disadvantaged student.  Indeed, the gap between the two quintiles has only reduced by 

0.5% between 2015/16 and 2019/20.   

 

Figure 15 Progression to the highest tariff universities by POLAR 4 disadvantage 
for 19 years old and under 

Source Data: DfE widening participation in Higher Education data (DfE, 2021e) 
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3.4 Barriers to higher education 
As previously mentioned, many widening participation policies and interventions centre 

around the need to raise aspirations and educational attainment (Burke, 2012; Watson, 

2007) seating the issues in deficit discourse (Harrison and Waller, 2018). However, this 

does not consider how the macro influences on widening participation policy impact the 

activities at meso level and outcomes at micro level (Dillon 2007).  Using the metaphor 

‘barriers’ to consider the issues surrounding higher education participation is an attractive 

one for policy makers in that finding the solution to the barriers means they can be lifted, 

and the problems will be removed (Gorard et al., 2007).  However, as Burke (2012, 

p.141) argues, the use of the term also has limitations in that it allows access and 

participation issues to be thought of as superficial and easily overcome.  Therefore, little 

attention is paid to the mechanisms that lie beneath which are crucial to understanding 

the privileges that remain below and beyond the ‘barriers’ that are in place.  

Nevertheless, for this thesis, the use of the barrier metaphor allows for the presentation 

of the issues that face a student from a low socio-economic background so that these 

structures and mechanisms can be examined.  Thomas (2001) proposes that barriers to 

higher education participation can be categorised in four ways: (1) those pertaining to 

the education system, (2) the labour market and economy, (3) the influence of social and 

cultural capitals and finally (4) the idea of individual deficits.  As with many other 

researchers, she emphasises the fact that they are not distinct, and they are often 

interconnected (Figure 16). For clarity I use her distinctions to discuss the barriers and 

how they affect the potential degree apprentice.   

 

Figure 16 Categories of barriers to participation 

Source: Thomas (2001:364) 
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3.4.1 Barriers created by the education sectors    

The education sector is comprised of compulsory education and post compulsory 

education and a young person’s compulsory education experience can affect their 

progression to post compulsory education through different ways.  Firstly, education 

attainment affects progression.  Limited progression can be a result of ability, 

engagement with teaching, or a lack of subject taught in an establishment. Curriculum 

decisions are a careful balance of statutory requirements, financial constraints, and 

political directions.  A school will also develop practices to reflect the socio-economic 

status of their students (Reay et al. 2001). Together these can affect a student’s post 16 

choices which have a bearing on post 18 options. For example, not all schools or colleges 

will offer the specific subjects that are required to continue certain subjects at degree 

level such as Further Mathematics for Engineering.  In addition, they may not offer A-

levels and offer BTECs instead.  BTECs are not accepted for entry into higher education 

by all universities.  Analysis by Banerjee (2018) found that the highest percentage of 

students that failed their first-year exams were those with just BTEC qualifications.  

Nevertheless, as stated earlier, one cannot consider barriers in isolation, there may be 

many other factors that lead to that result.    

 

The second way in which a school can affect a student’s progression to post compulsory 

education is through the way in which attendance at the school contributes to the desire 

to continue to higher education.  That may be how a student relates to the establishment 

but also how the establishment perceives the student. Which will, in turn, affect how 

students see themselves as learners, and hence their own progression to higher 

education (Winterton and Irwin, 2012). The culture of the school will play a role in how 

the student perceives higher education.  It will also play a role in the value that the school 

puts on careers education.  As discussed in detail in section 3.5, careers education is 

considered key to widening participation.  Access to careers education will affect the 

knowledge and understanding that a student has around their post compulsory education 

options and how much they are encouraged or discouraged to pursue the route of higher 

education.    

 

The post compulsory education sector also creates barriers.  Firstly, for full time students, 

the cost of attending university, is sometimes prohibitive, despite being covered by a 

student loan. The amount of loan apportioned to living costs is predicated on the 

expectation of financial parental support, which is not a viable option for many.  Degree 

Apprenticeships offer a ‘debt free’ route to a degree alongside a paid job.  However, 



 

  
 

60 

apprenticeship salaries may not always cover costs of living and attending university 

where necessary.   Secondly, universities are often accused of a lack of flexible learning 

opportunities.  For the degree apprenticeship, different universities will stipulate a 

different model.  This sometimes have a financial implication related to travel to the 

university depending on the delivery model but may also have an implication from a 

geographical perspective or for someone who may have caring responsibilities.  

 

The admissions criteria for any course, traditional or degree apprenticeship, is set by the 

university.  Bravenboer (2019) suggest that high entry requirements are not always due 

to the requirement of the course, it maybe to protect the university ‘brand’. HESA (2018b) 

data points to a correlation between the professional background of the students’ parents 

and entry requirements.  Although this is not necessarily a causal relationship, it 

reinforces how socio-economic position is reproduced in higher education (Bravenboer, 

2019).     

 

From the degree apprenticeship perspective, degree apprenticeship entry requirements 

are not always flexible and can be higher than for the equivalent traditional degree at the 

same university.  The one aspect of the recruitment process that sits with the HEI is the 

level of prior attainment needed to access the course.  Unlike traditional degrees, degree 

apprenticeships admissions are not subject to Access Agreements, as their offer is from 

the employer not the university and there is limited scope to use contextual information.  

As a result, certain degree apprenticeships may not be accessible to the widening 

participation candidate.  Conversely if a university accepts work experience at a relevant 

level as an acceptable entry requirement rather than attainment, then this has the 

potential to widen participation for more mature learners.  However, that will then impact 

the number of places or amount of levy funds available for the school leaver.   

 

It is important to consider how the culture of a university may also create barriers.  A 

university culture depends not only on the actors within the university but how they react 

to the economic factors and political influence on that university (Greenbank, 2009b).  

Greenback found that policy makers within any given institution saw economic and 

political factors as boundaries on widening participation policy, but the interpretation was 

down to the culture of the institution.  This is reflected in the way that different universities 

have chosen to engage, or not engage with degree apprenticeships, thus limiting 

availability of courses.   The culture of the university and how they view degree 
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apprenticeships will also have an impact on how the individual is accepted or feels 

accepted within any given university.   

 

3.4.2 Barriers created by the labour market  

The labour market can affect engagement with post compulsory education in several 

ways.  Labour markets develop to fit with the national economy and, therefore, education 

and training in different countries can be considered in line within the aims of the national 

policy and structures  (Chankseliani, Keep & Wilde, 2017) as examined in detail in 

Chapter 4.  Until the last five years, the focus for UK productivity and industrial policies 

has been on increasing higher education participation to develop the workforce needed 

for the knowledge economy (O’Donovan, 2020).  This follows the mantra that increased 

participation in higher education was necessary for “sustained economic and social 

viability and, therefore, to match those of our competitors.” (Dearing, 1997:288).  The 

focus on increasing higher education participation has led to an increased number of 

graduates in the labour market, which has had an impact in two ways.  Firstly, the return 

on investment for the individual is not guaranteed (Brown et al. 2020) and therefore the 

school leaver’s desire to carry on to post-compulsory education may be dampened.  

Secondly, the number of graduates available means that the employer has a greater 

choice of applicants for any given job.  This may lead to inequalities in the labour market 

whereby graduates from different socio-economic backgrounds or universities are 

favoured over each other (Archer 2007).  This in turn replicates intergenerational and 

social inequalities (Elliot Major & Machin 2018).  

 

Family income levels, established by the labour market, may determine whether a 

student can engage with higher education (Reay et al. 2001). The maintenance loan 

designed to cover living expenses while a student is at university is means tested and 

has an expected contribution built into it.  If a family does not have the ability to support 

a young person, or there is a lack of part-time work so that they can support themselves, 

they may be deterred from moving to higher education.   For the degree apprentice, the 

reliance on parental financial support is less acute in relation to their studies, as they will 

be in receipt of a salary and do not have to pay tuition fees.  However, if an apprentice 

needs to move away from the family home to take up the degree apprenticeship, the 

salary may not be enough to support their living costs.   
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As discussed in Chapter 2, the availability of degree apprenticeships for an 18/19-year-

old school or college leaver, depends on an employer deciding they have an appropriate 

position that they wish to fill.  The responsibility for recruitment onto degree 

apprenticeships sits with the employer.  The employer has developed the vacancy which 

matches the degree apprenticeships standard, determined the salary, and chosen the 

HEI or training provider to deliver the academic aspect of the degree apprenticeships.  

The needs of the company in such a decision will be foremost.  For some, the degree 

apprenticeship is seen as a talent pipeline.  For others, it is seen as a way of upskilling 

retaining their existing workforce.  The ability to invest in the existing workforce is a 

benefit to both the employer and employee, offering the opportunity to re-skill or up-skill 

in a rapidly changing business environment.  For the employee without a first degree, 

the degree apprenticeship provides a second chance to obtain the degree level 

qualification so often needed to continue with career progression.  However, investment 

in their existing workforce impacts the number of degree apprenticeships available for 

the school leaver.     

 

Fuller et al. (2017) also highlight the fact that there isn’t a seamless transition from lower-

level apprenticeships to higher and degree level apprenticeships.   As part of ongoing 

development of the apprenticeship standards, IfATE have stated that for intermediate 

and advanced (lv 2 and 3) apprenticeships “Apprentices can only be required to achieve 

particular qualifications in certain specific circumstances” (IfATE, n.d.) as opposed to 

previous apprenticeship frameworks which led to a BTEC or NVQ qualification.  This is 

not only at odds with European countries with strong apprenticeship systems but also 

means that until our apprenticeship standards are recognised as a standalone, high-

quality qualification, there is very limited progression to degree level apprenticeships 

from the apprenticeship route. As discussed in Chapter 2, a tariff awarding course is 

often a pre-cursor to access to a degree apprenticeship.   Where a qualification 

requirement is mentioned on a degree apprenticeships advert, it is either stated in terms 

of A-levels, BTEC / NVQ or UCAS Tariff Points – there is no tariff point associated with 

a level 3 apprenticeship.   

 

3.4.3 Barriers created by social and cultural backgrounds  

Different social and cultural groups have behaviours and characteristics that determine 

participation in higher education (Thomas, 2001).  Choices regarding higher education 

and which universities to attend are found to relate to the social and cultural 
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classifications made by the student regarding their own position and their perception of 

a university (Ball et al, 2002).  For some, the risk associated with the cost of attending or 

loss of income (Morrison, 2011) negates any perceived value of attending.  Webb et al. 

(2017) highlight the impact of social class and family influence on higher education 

participation and outcomes, despite widening participation initiatives in the same way 

that they influence entry into the professions (Ashley et al. 2015). Parental influence and 

expectations are found to have a socio-economic dimension on a young person’s 

decision making on education (Archer et al. 2014).  A lack of parental understanding and 

knowledge of degree apprenticeships, as discussed in Chapter 8, has been seen to 

influence student decisions.  Boxer et al. (2011) found disadvantaged students to have 

high aspirations, but these were tempered with their own and parental expectations.  

Bourdieu (1993) identified how parents from all socioeconomic backgrounds were 

generally supportive of their children’s aspirations but those from higher socio-economic 

backgrounds were more likely to provide advice and guidance and activities to help with 

applications (see also Reay, 2017).   

 

Additionally, as discussed in section 3.4.1, if the social and cultural ethos of the university 

is at odds with that of the individual student, it may have a bearing on the student’s ability 

to become successful at academic learning because of their struggle to manage a new 

environment.  Bourdieu’s examination of this is discussed in Chapter 4. 

 

Turning to the recruitment process for degree apprenticeships, there is no 

standardisation. The apprenticeship is an employed position with a degree qualification 

outcome, for which the employer can determine their own steps of application.  This, for 

some companies, can consist of multiple steps:  initial contact, online application, online 

tests, telephone or video interview, assessment centre, 1:1 interview.  The limited 

number of degree apprenticeships leads to a competitive market for the potential 

apprentice.   In 2019/20 there were 15,050 level 6 degree apprenticeship starters (DfE, 

2020d) in comparison with 516,345 students starting a first degree (HESA, 2020).  A 

company can, therefore, put as many steps as they deem necessary into the recruitment 

process to get the best employee.  This often means that a disadvantaged young person 

is less likely to be able to access the best apprenticeships available than their better off 

peers, particularly through a lack of cultural and social capital and reduced levels of 

support as outlined in Chapter 8.  
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Alongside the impact of social and cultural group views on attending university, the 

locality of the university and familiarity also play a part in the decision (Reay et al. 2001).  

Disadvantaged students are much more likely to show a preference for studying locally 

and living at home (Donnelly & Gamsu, 2018).  They found that most young people stay 

locally for university (less than 55 miles from home) and social class was a key factor in 

the decision to move away from home to study.  The more disadvantaged a student is, 

the less likely they are to leave home.  Clearly, depending on their hometown, this has a 

huge bearing on where a student will apply to.  With respect to degree apprenticeships, 

the AGR report into developing degree apprenticeships (2017) found employers wanted 

to work with local universities.  The Universities UK survey (2017) also found that 52% 

of the institutions they surveyed said that their apprentices were mostly based locally.  

This suggests that degree apprenticeships could be a positive move for disadvantaged 

students accessing degree qualifications, fitting with the findings of Donnnely & Gamsu 

(ibid).  However that requires the jobs to be in the same locality as the university, 

particularly if there is a requirement to be on site for some of the learning.   

 

The general expectation for degree apprenticeships is that because they are work based, 

the person is less likely to move far away from home to join a scheme.  As degree 

apprenticeships increase in number and continue to have a local relationship between 

employer and university, the more opportunities there should be for students who do not 

wish to leave home but wish to pursue a degree level qualification.  However, even if 

there is a good relationship between universities and employers outside of any degree 

apprenticeship engagement, the university may have chosen not to engage with degree 

apprenticeships.  Therefore the disparity of vacancies between locations prevails and 

reduces opportunities for those students in educational cold spots. 

 

3.4.4 The perception that the individual is at fault   

As highlighted in section 3.2, underrepresentation at higher education from low socio-

economic groups has been positioned as a lack of aspiration by many politicians as 

alluded to by Prime Minister, Gordon Brown (2007): 

“Poverty of aspiration is as damaging as poverty of opportunity and it is time to 

replace a culture of low expectations for too many with a culture of high standards 

for all…So raising aspiration, encouraging the participation of parents and 

students is at the heart of our approach.” 
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Interventions such as Aim Higher established in the late 1990s by the Labour 

government but abolished by the Coalition government in 2011, aimed to widen 

participation in higher education for young people.  Raising young people’s aspirations 

as one of their key objectives.  It can also be said that much of the current Careers 

Strategy (DfE, 2017c), examined in section 3.5, is still framed in this way.  The raising 

aspirations approach functions as a deficit model, whereby underrepresented groups in 

higher education are blamed for their lack of participation and all non-traditional students 

are treated as a homogenous group (Universities UK, 2016a). This is despite a wealth 

of research attesting to the fact that a lack of aspiration is not the problem, the lack of 

means to convert the aspiration into reality is (Baker 2017).  This is also only one piece 

of the jigsaw (Archer 2007, Burke 2012, Thomson 2014, Reay 2018, Webb et al. 2017).  

Harrison and Waller (2018), argue that too much focus is placed on young people’s 

aspirations rather than addressing collective issues such as the education sectors, 

labour market, and social and cultural backgrounds (sections 3.4.1-3.4.3).  The most 

recent instruction from the DfE to OfS (Zahawi, 2021) included a return to the narrative 

that the disparity between students is partly due to those from a low socioeconomic 

background having low aspirations.  Seeing the individual student as a ‘problem to be 

fixed’ as this rhetoric does, allows for a lack of focus on the role that policy, universities, 

employers, class and society in general play in continuing inequality in education.     

 

Leathwood and O’Connell (2003) suggest that the lack of aspiration discourse 

pathologizes widening participation students meaning that they are seen as different and 

need more attention and therefore not necessarily a good fit for a selective university.    

In the hierarchical field of the higher education landscape where differentiation from 

competitors is important, the perception that widening participation students may be 

needy can cause tensions (Telling 2020).  Depending on the view of the university, this 

view may extend to degree apprenticeship students and therefore reduce the desire to 

engage with degree apprenticeships or impact the experience of those on the course.    

 

3.4.5 The relationship between barriers  

As previously discussed, the concept of a barrier suggests that by addressing it, the 

problem of widening participation can be solved.  However the issues are complex and 

have roots at macro, meso and micro levels (Burke, 2012).   As posited by Fuller and 

Paton (2007), what the barriers are “depend on who you ask and how”.  Additionally, the 

discourse of barriers leads to widening participation policies that treat under-represented 



 

  
 

66 

groups as a homogenous mass. This is not particularly helpful as there are many 

interconnecting reasons for the under-representation (Burke, 2012, Thompson, 2017).  

Focusing on one specific barrier such as accessibility, and “solving” the problem may 

result in a lack of consideration of another difficulty (Thomas, 2001).  A greater 

awareness of how the different barriers interact is essential to understanding the 

underlying issues and building a full picture to ensure the right interventions are used 

(Thompson, 2017). 

 

Having considered barriers that present themselves for the low socioeconomic school 

leaver, I turn to examine the impact of inconsistent careers education, information, and 

guidance on young people from low socio-economic backgrounds.   

 

3.5  CEIAG and widening participation 
In her foreword to the Careers strategy (DfE, 2017c), Anne Milton, Minister of State for 

Apprenticeships and Skills stated:  

“We want to create a stronger, fairer society in which people from all backgrounds 

can realise their potential.  A thriving careers system, that is accessible to 

everyone, is at the heart of our focus on social mobility.  We must break down the 

barriers to progress that too many people in our country face today and give 

young people the skills to get on in life.  Our careers strategy will support 

everyone, whatever their age, to go as far as their talents will take them and have 

a rewarding career.”   

 

Every report that I have encountered during my research, whether it be related to 

apprenticeships, vocational education, widening participation or higher education in 

general, there has been a reference stipulating the need for better careers education, 

information, advice, and guidance (CEIAG).   This section outlines the impact of CEIAG 

policy decisions on the school and college student.  I briefly outline the recent history of 

CEIAG in England to give some background as to how successive governments have 

linked the importance of good CEIAG with social mobility and productivity.  Despite 

statements such as:  

 “People need advice and guidance which will help them to understand the 

potential benefits of different careers to themselves and to the economy” (DfE, 

2017:7)  
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the delivery remains inconsistent.  This has implications for widening participation in 

higher education in general, and specifically for degree apprenticeship engagement, 

particularly for disadvantaged students.  This is not only in relation to finding the 

vacancies and understanding the information but also managing the application process.   

 

Good CEIAG is founded on the three-fold rationale of contribution to learning goals, 

serving labour-market goals and supporting social-equality goals (OECD, 2004).  

Commissioned by the Labour Government, the Report into Fair Access to the Professions 

(Milburn, 2009) recognised the need for many young people to have support and advice 

to make informed choices to raise aspirations.  Researching the provision at the time, he 

found that teaching staff delivered much careers advice and most of the Connexions22 

work focused on educationally vulnerable young people with high expectations of 

becoming NEET23.   He highlighted that most young people were not able to access 

specialist careers staff or people working outside of education, thus impacting the brief 

of ‘raising aspirations.’    

 

Subsequently, the Careers Profession Task Force (DfE, 2010) was commissioned to look 

at the future of the Careers Profession.  It recognised that the labour market was a 

complex and competitive one and stated that there was not only a “moral responsibility 

to help young people but a social and economic imperative to enable them to make good 

choices for themselves and the greater economy.” (ibid); a further example of the policy-

driving link between individual betterment and economic good.  The report suggested 

that the delivery of high quality, impartial CEIAG was a way of managing this process and 

making opportunity more equal, creating a fairer, more just society.    

 

As a result, the delivery of CEIAG was removed from Connexions and The National 

Careers Service was launched in 2012 offering online and telephone careers advice and 

guidance to young people and face-to-face services for adults.  Through the Education 

Act (2011), schools and colleges were also given the statutory duty to provide all 

registered pupils with independent careers guidance during the relevant phase of their 

education.  This duty came without extra funding from central or local government despite 

any savings from the demise of Connexions.   

 

22 Connexions was created in 2000 to provide information, advice, guidance and support services for 
young people between the ages of 13 and 19 or 25 for those with learning difficulties or disabilities 
23 Not in Education, Employment or Training between the ages of 16 and 24 
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Three years later The Education Select Committee (2013) and Ofsted (2013) raised 

serious concerns about the quality, consistency, independence, and impartiality of 

guidance being offered.  As a career’s specialist at the time, I can attest to the fact that 

accessibility to specialist advice and guidance was patchy, with some schools investing 

heavily in qualified staff, whilst others left the responsibility to a teacher with no extra 

training or time.  The National Careers Service was difficult to access for young people 

and many were left to their own devices to determine their career plans.  

 

In 2013, David Sainsbury, founder of the Gatsby Foundation and who was fundamental 

to the changes to technical education as discussed in the previous chapter, 

commissioned research into how careers guidance could be improved because, as he 

so succinctly put it:  

“Over the last 30 years governments of every hue, while reorganising and 

renaming the system, have spectacularly failed to take the actions necessary to 

improve the quality and consistency of career guidance provision for all young 

people.  It is an appalling history which reflects well on no-one.  (Holman 2014:3).   

 

While The Gatsby Foundation has a particular interest in science and technological 

education focus the report examined CEIAG in relation to all subjects and professions.  

Through visiting six countries including Germany and the Netherlands where career 

guidance and education results are deemed to be good, the report determined eight 

benchmarks (Holman, 2014, p.7) to be used as a measure for good careers guidance in 

schools.   These are: 

 

• A stable careers programme 

• Learning from career and labour market information 

• Addressing the needs of each pupil 

• Linking curriculum learning to careers 

• Encounters with employers and employees 

• Experiences of workplaces 

• Encounters with further and higher education 

• Personal guidance 
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Aware of the changing requirements of the labour market in terms of technology, Holman 

(ibid.:12) stated: 

“Good career guidance has never been more important.  Changes in technology 

and in the labour-market mean that increasing numbers of jobs require specific 

education and training.  This has produced new vocational options which, at 

present, are not well understood by many young people or their teachers.” 

 

Holman highlighted the need for greater linking of the curriculum to relevant careers, 

particularly for STEM subjects, but also for more encounters with employers and the 

workplace.  As a result, in December 2014, The Careers and Enterprise Company was 

created, described as an employer-backed body to provide inspiration and education to 

pupils by creating greater collaboration between schools and colleges and employers 

(DfE, 2014).  Despite the overt concerns of lack of good CEIAG and the link with social 

mobility and productivity, it wasn’t until 3 years later that a new Careers Strategy (DfE, 

2017c) was created and the subsequent Statutory Guidelines for schools (DfE, 2018a) 

were announced which included the Gatsby 8 Benchmarks for good careers education 

and guidance in schools (Holman, 2014).    

 

Within her forward in the Careers Strategy (DfE, 2017c), the then Minister of State for 

Apprenticeships and Skills, Anne Milton highlighted this link:  

“Our modern Industrial Strategy is about building a Britain fit for the future by 

investing in the development of skills to meet the changing needs of business, 

increase productivity and drive growth across the whole country. High-quality 

careers support will allow us to promote new world class technical education and 

make sure people know where their qualifications lead.”  

 

Gatsby also recognises the link between social mobility and good career guidance in 

respect of the changing requirements for high level technical skills (HM Treasury, 2015a, 

2015b; DfE, 2016; HM Government, 2017). 

“Good career guidance is a necessity for delivering technical education reforms 

and is a vehicle for social justice: those young people without social capital or 

home support suffer most from poor career guidance.” (Gatsby Foundation n.d.) 
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In summer 2020, the Prime Minister announced his “Opportunity Guarantee” stating that 

every young person would have the chance of an apprenticeship or an in-work 

placement.  More recently, The Chancellor of the Exchequer announced plans to support 

an economic recovery post the coronavirus pandemic which include a “focus on skills 

and young people” (Sunak, 2020).  Included in his measures are a £32 million investment 

in the National Careers Service. However, the funding criteria for how money is spent by 

the National Careers Service is restricted to adults of specific priority groups and currently 

cannot be spent on training new careers advisers (Hooley, 2020).  It therefore does not 

address any inconsistency in CEIAG to school aged students.       

 
3.6 Chapter Summary 
This chapter has examined how widening participation policy has developed and affected 

accessibility of higher education for young people from low socio-economic 

backgrounds.  It also considered the barriers that they face, with specific examination of 

how those barriers play out for the degree apprentice, followed.  A detailed examination 

of careers education, information advice and guidance, on which so much political stall 

for increasing participation is set, demonstrates how the inconsistency still prevails 

particularly impacting the student from a low socio-economic background.    
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The following chapter offers a theoretical framework to understand the structures and 

mechanisms that impact higher education and skills development within England, 

together how they affect a young person’s participation.   

Chapter highlights  

Ø Policy reforms for higher education have led to: 
Ø An expansion in university places but social inequalities in participation, 

performance and outcomes still exist. 
Ø Students from the most advantaged socio-economic group are 

more than twice as likely to progress to higher education than 
those from the most disadvantaged students. 

Ø Progression to higher tariff universities sees an even greater 
disparity – those from the most advantaged socio-economic group 
are nearly five times more likely to attend than those from the most 
disadvantaged group.  

Ø A renewed focus on low aspiration of young people as the reason for 
continued social inequalities in higher education.  
 

Ø There are multiple barriers to higher education which are interconnected: 
Ø The education system. 
Ø The labour market and economy. 
Ø The influence of social and cultural capitals. 
Ø The narrative of individual deficits. 

 
Ø The barriers are as relevant for degree apprenticeships as they are for 

higher education. 
 

Ø Government focus on individual deficits does not consider the effect of the 
other barriers.  
 

Ø Careers Education, Information, Advice, and Guidance has been seen by 
successive governments as essential for increased participation in higher 
education and technical education.  Yet delivery remains inconsistent. 
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Chapter	4:	Theoretical	Framework		

“The goal of sociology is to uncover the most deeply blurred structures of the 

different social worlds that make up the social universe, as well as the 

‘mechanisms’ that tend to ensure their reproduction or transformation.” 

Bourdieu 1996 p1 

4.1 Introduction  
The preceding two chapters examined the creation of degree apprenticeships as part of 

recent reforms to vocation education and training (Chapter 2) and considered the impact 

of widening participation policies on young people from low socio-economic backgrounds 

(Chapter 3).  The analysis of degree apprenticeship data in Chapter 2, section 2.5, 

demonstrated the limited success that young people from low socio-economic 

backgrounds, have in becoming a degree apprentice.  These figures echoed disparities 

seen in participation in higher education.  These two chapters established how the 

success of the degree apprenticeship relies on the alignment of institutional and 

organisational views, practices and focus.  The potential to impact widening participation 

also relies on an alignment of views and practices to encourage and assist with 

recruitment of students from low socio-economic background.  The desire to determine 

the levels of alignment within the degree apprenticeship landscape and the resultant 

impact on widening participation determined the research questions as depicted in 

Chapter 1.   

 

To analyse the current alignment, practices and processes, I have engaged with 

Varieties of Capitalism/VoC theories (Hall and Soskice, 2001; Hall & Gingerich, 2009; 

Baccaro & Pontusson, 2016), and Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts (1977, 1997, 2005a) 

to form my theoretical framework.  Consideration is given to the institutional level 

structures which affect the design and implementation of the degree apprenticeship 

through the Varieties of Capitalism literature.  This is interwoven with Bourdieusian 

concepts that examine the relational behaviours between institutions, organisations and 

individuals which create social inequalities prevalent in education.  This framework will 

then offer a way of analysing the structures and mechanisms that effect the potential for 

degree apprenticeships to facilitate widening participation in higher education.  

 

As discussed in Chapter 2, changes to technical education which included the 

introduction of the degree apprenticeship, have meant that new relationships have been 
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formed between organisations including universities, employers, the Institute for 

Apprenticeships and Technical Education (IfATE) and the Education and Skills Funding 

Agency (ESFA).   For employers and universities alike, this has resulted in the 

management of unchartered territory relating to relationships, processes and 

requirements from external agencies. To increase our understanding of the landscape, 

it is necessary to examine how these factors work across institutional, organisational and 

individual levels of analysis.  This enables me to go beyond traditional dualisms such as 

macro / micro perspectives, structure, and agency debates and focus on the layered 

complexities that are interwoven in social reality.   

 

This chapter is separated into three main parts.  The first part (sections 4.2-4.5) draws 

on Varieties of Capitalism literature to analyse the government’s latest attempt at 

vocational and technical education reform resulting in the introduction of degree 

apprenticeships.  This provides an explanation of the institutional arrangements that 

determine actor preferences for different types of education and skills formation (Hall 

and Soskice, 2001; Estévez-Abe et al 2001; Busemeyer & Jensen, 2012; Österman, 

2018, Lourenço, 2019).  The purpose of this inclusion is that while Coordinated Market 

Economies/CME have the institutional infrastructure and practices that may be able to 

accommodate and support initiatives such as degree apprenticeships, it may not be 

feasible in a Liberal Market Economy/LME such as the UK, which has found it difficult if 

not impossible, to link vocational and academic education in the workplace culture (Keep, 

2017).      

 

The second part (sections 4.6-4.8) draws on Bourdieusian theory to analyse structures 

and mechanisms that reproduce social inequalities in education and the professions and 

the subsequent impact on degree apprenticeships.   Within the degree apprenticeship 

landscape the traditional student/university relationship is now triadic consisting of 

student (or apprentice)/university/employer and therefore the examination of other 

organisations involved is essential. Bourdieu’s later work (2005a, 2005b) considered 

organisational theory and economic sociology and this application of his theories has 

been employed to consider the interorganisational relations and how the power relations 

are produced, reproduced and contested (Emirbayer and Johnson, 2008; Hallet, 2003, 

Hallet and Gougherty 2018).  The power relationships within and between organisations 

will impact the key drivers for engagement with degree apprenticeships and whether 

social mobility / widening participation is a key element of success.   
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The final part (section 4.9) brings the two bodies of scholarship together to provide a 

framework to consider structural conditions that pre-exist and explain the actions of 

stakeholders engaged with degree apprenticeships at institutional / macro (government 

and its agencies), organisational / meso (universities and employers) and micro 

(individuals) levels.  This will then offer a route to determining the degree apprenticeship 

potential for widening participation.   

 

4.2 Varieties of Capitalism  
The Richards Review (2012) and Wolf Report (2011) led to dramatic changes to the 

vocational education and training (VET) landscape in England. These reports included 

a detailed examination of VET in other countries, such as Germany, that have a strong 

vocational education and training system.  A strong vocational system which included 

high level technical training is considered to be synonymous with reducing social 

inequalities together with increasing productivity rates and therefore a stronger 

economy.  Yet in England, we have failed to develop a strong VET despite many years 

of trying.  However, policy makers seem not to recognise the different institutional 

contexts in countries that have a successful VET.  The examination of the differences 

between countries, is necessary to determine how the different structures affect the 

development of VET and whether it is possible for the for the degree apprenticeship to 

thrive in a liberal market economy or is on route to fail in its aim of social mobility and a 

higher, more appropriately qualified workforce.   

 

The large body of Comparative Capitalism (CC) literature has studied how different types 

of   capitalism affect social policies, employment protection, wage coordination and 

redistribution (Estévez-Abe et al, 2001; Hall and Soskice, 2001; Iversen, 2005; Hall & 

Gingerich, 2009, Busemeyer, 2009; Baccaro & Pontusson, 2016). As suggested by 

Nölke (2021), one of the core advantages of CC scholarship lies in the reduction of 

complexities seen in its predecessors.  The Varieties of Capitalism approach, as initially 

developed by Hall and Soskice (2001), reduced institutional diversity of capitalism to a 

distinction between Coordinated Market Economies (CME) and Liberal Market 

Economies (LME). They suggest the political economy is populated by multiple actors 

(firms, individuals, governments and producer groups), each one trying to advance his 

interest in a rational way through interaction with others.  The firm and skills formation 

are at the centre of analysis through the identification of the relationship between five 
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institutional spheres: corporate governance and finance, industrial relations, education 

and training, inter-firm relations and relations with employees (Busemeyer, 2009).   

 

With its background in rational choice institutionalism and a country focus between 

Germany (a CME) and USA and UK (both LMEs), Varieties of Capitalism (VoC) has 

been established as a way of examining the impact of institutional similarities and 

differences of capitalist economies.  However, over the last twenty years, there have 

been many criticisms of the initial approach such as its exclusive focus on the supply 

side, its binary orientation and a neglect of common tendencies seen in contemporary 

capitalism (Nölke, 2021).  These criticisms have led to the rise of subsequent 

generations of CC research to overcome the binary orientation and recognition that not 

all economies fit into the two typical models.  As positioned by Nölke (2012), “post VoC” 

research has broadened CC research to include an examination of how historical and 

sociological institutionalism influences capitalist coordination in other countries.  This 

has led to additional models of capitalism which include Dependent Market Economies 

(DME) in Eastern Central Europe, Hierarchical Market Economies (HME) such as Latin 

America and South Africa, and State Permeated Market Economies (SME) of China and 

India.  To overcome the neglect of the demand side of CC, a third generation of research 

emerged to consider the different demand drivers for growth in different economies 

(Baccaro and Pontusson, 2016).  The latest emerging generation considers growth 

regimes and strategies (Hall, 2021; Hassel and Palier, 2021) to encompass 

consideration of state engagement and intervention.   

 

However, while recognising the necessary developments and emerging body of CC 

scholarship to examine state intervention in growth strategies, this thesis focuses on the 

firm centred approach of Hall and Soskice.  The government narrative surrounding 

reforms to VET puts employers “in the driving seat” placing them in the role of the critical 

actor within the economy.  In addition the design largely based on the successful VET 

model seen in Germany.  It is with this in mind that I see employers and universities as 

firms as suggested by Graf (2009) and Lourenço (2019), and their interaction with each 

other and government agencies key to the sustainability of degree apprenticeships.  

Therefore I find the firm centred scholarship still useful to examine the relationship 

between five institutional spheres and consider the impact of a lack of institutional 

complementarities on degree apprenticeships which subsequently affects their potential 

for widening participation.  Furthermore, Hörisch et al. (2020) suggest we can use VoC 

to consider how different training regimes shape individual attitudes which lends itself to 
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consideration to the academic / vocation divide that degree apprenticeships have been 

said to be able to span.  Österman (2018) highlights how VoC enables us to understand 

how state institutions shape equality of opportunity with equality of income and how the 

different education choices shape the educational stratification.  Before focusing on the 

VoC literature in respect of equality of opportunity and education, I provide a brief 

overview of the Varieties of Capitalism literature.   

  

In a coordinated economy, for Hall and Soskice (2001), the firm is at the centre of political 

economy.  As key agents, their activities, interactions with other agents and relationships 

within the firms impact the overall levels of economic performance.  For Hall and Soskice, 

the concept of the firm is relational in that, to be profitable, it needs to develop quality 

relationships internally and externally with all the organisations and individuals it 

engages with.  These multiple relationships can cause co-ordination problems, which 

need to be managed, and the way in which firms manage these areas and conflicts are 

based on distinctive national institutional structures (Lauder et al., 2015, 2017).  Hall and 

Soskice (2001, p.17) suggest the notion of institutional complementarities whereby “two 

institutions can be said to be complementary as the presence (or efficiency) of one, 

increases the returns (or efficiency of) the other.”  As a result, they suggest that when 

comparing capitalist nations, we will see clustering of behaviour along the dimensions 

that divide the liberal and coordinated market economies.  

 

The United Kingdom, United States, Canadian and Australasian economies are 

described as Liberal Market Economies (LMEs) and German, Austrian, Swedish and 

Japanese economies are seen as Coordinated Market Economies (CMEs).  In LMEs, 

the main method of coordination is through competitive markets, reactions to price 

signals and maximization of short-term returns to financial capital whereby actors adjust 

their willingness to supply and demand goods or services accordingly.  The ‘liberal’ state 

(Schmidt, 2007) takes a ‘hands off’ approach, limiting its role to setting rules and 

providing the legislative framework to give the decision-making powers to the 

companies, often leaving the administration of those roles to self-regulating bodies.   

 

Coordination within CMEs depends on non-market relationships, relying on collaborative 

rather than competitive markets.  There is a greater dependency on long-term finance 

and coordination results from strong interaction between firms and other actors.  This is 

facilitated by an active ‘enabling’ state (Schmidt, 2007) leaving the rules to be jointly set 
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by the actors whilst supporting the management of those rules through labour regulation.   

For the firms to act in a way that is good for the economy, the state must provide 

incentives to those firms.  Those incentives in a CME are ones that protect the 

coordination of the institutions whereas the businesses in LMEs need incentives that 

allow them to maintain deregulated product and labour markets.   

 

4.3 Varieties of Capitalism, education, training and skills formation  
The UK education system has long focused on general skills, i.e. a good general 

education that offers easy transferability between sectors, and companies that befit our 

labour market requirements (Hörisch, et al., 2020).  By contrast, Germany, as example 

of a CME, has a focus on occupational or sector-specific skill requirements in their labour 

market (see section 4.4.1 for comparison between general and specific skills).  This is 

supported by a dual system of education, whereby the academic and vocational run side 

by side, equally valued and, in some respects, vocational education being more valued.  

The CME landscape, therefore, has traditionally enabled working class people to have 

access to high level, higher paid jobs, and was seen as an excellent route to promote 

social mobility (Estevez-Abe et al 2001, Österman, 2018).  However as discussed later 

in this chapter (see section 4.3.1 and 4.5) this is not necessarily the case today and there 

are downsides to the German education and training system.  

 

Hall and Soskice (2001) explain that as an LME, the UK has a highly competitive and 

fluid labour market, as opposed to the more collaborative, stable, labour market of the 

CME such as Germany, France and Denmark.  Hall and Soskice argue that a general 

education is needed in an LME for an individual to navigate that fluidity.  As a result, to 

date, our education system emphasizes the development of those general skills which 

currently means employers are also concerned about the prospects of filling high-skilled 

roles in the future (CBI/Pearson, 2016, 2017, 2018), one of the drivers for Degree 

Apprenticeship development.   

 

The English government’s drive to develop the apprenticeship system following the 

structure in Germany means that in VoC terms, firms need to ensure that they have 

systems in place to mitigate staff becoming dependent on a particular employer for work 

and for the employer to mitigate the employee being poached by another firm.  To protect 

the workers, firms need to have a more co-ordinated approach between themselves to 

guard against unemployment.  In the CME, structures are in place to manage this.  This 
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is unlikely to happen in an LME due to the firms’ desire to keep market competition open.  

In this respect, the VoC literature will be used to consider whether it is possible to have 

such a strong vocational, education and training path alongside the general or academic 

path or whether the necessary structures to support it will never be in place, or possibly 

whether a compromise can be found.  Alongside the acceptance of VET as an alternative 

to academic education, for the dual system to work there must be high levels of 

coordination between the primary actors: trade unions, employers and government.  As 

suggested by Eichhorst et al. (2015, p323) these elements become mutually reinforcing 

making it difficult for them to be replicated in different institutional frameworks.  

 

I now turn to consider education and training through a VoC lens, first to consider 

apprenticeship development in a CME, then moving to higher education and finish with 

skills developments and the impact on social mobility.   

 

4.3.1 Varieties of Capitalism and apprenticeships 

In the 1950s and 60s after a basic school education, most young people in the UK, 

moved into employment or vocational training via an apprenticeship or a specialist 

college rather than attending higher education.  This enabled many working-class young 

people to develop and follow a recognised career path supported by a trade unions and 

employers working together.   However as discussed in Chapter 2 and 3, the demise of 

the unions together with the opening up of higher education in the UK and other LMEs 

has led a demise in apprenticeships and a far greater diversity between apprenticeship 

systems in CMEs and LMEs.   

 

In CMEs, such as Germany, the strong cooperation and coordination between 

employers, government, trade unions has meant that the apprenticeship programmes 

are strong in many sectors (Bosch and Charest, 2008).  VET in Germany is often seen 

as key to their economic prosperity and the low youth unemployment rates during 

economic crises has been attributed to the dual apprenticeship training system (Haasler, 

2020). This has been admired by English policy makers for many years (Wolf, 2011) and 

seen as a model to replicate. However, as Haasler reminds us, the dual system is only 

one part of the training landscape in Germany. Other training routes include school 

based vocational programmes, pre-vocational programmes and tertiary education are all 

present.  As labour market demands change, and these other training roots increase in 

popularity, the number of apprenticeship positions has decreased and competition to 
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gain a position has increased (Thelen, 2012).  Despite how the competition has 

negatively impacted those from disadvantaged backgrounds including low achieving 

young people in accessing apprenticeships, it is still the German dual system that has 

had the greatest influence on the changes to VET in England. I now briefly outline the 

education system in Germany in which the school structure and VET system are 

interlocked (Hüther & Krücken, 2018).  

 

The sixteen German states are responsible for education which is coordinated at national 

level but still have regional differences.  Compulsory education, up to the age of 15/16, 

follows a tracked tripartite system, comprising of a Gymnasium, a Realschule or a 

Hauptschule.  Generally, students who attend a gymnasium (similar to a grammar 

school) will most often stay until 18 and take the required exam to enter university (an 

Abitur).  The Realschule offers a more general education up to the age of 16 after which 

students will either continue with vocational qualifications or transfer to a gymnasium to 

prepare for the Abitur.  A Hauptschule provides a general education for less academically 

able students.  Traditionally, students who do not go to university from any of the school 

types, enter a three-year apprenticeship within a particular trade and therefore 

interconnects institutionally with the VET system (Haasler, ibid.)  

 

Students who have passed the Abitur have the option of attending university, a university 

of applied sciences (Fachhochschulen) or some choose to start an apprenticeship within 

the Dual-System to obtain practical experience before moving to a university (Pilz, 2009).  

A Fachhochschulen specialises in applied subjects such as engineering or business and 

could be considered similar in that respect to an English Polytechnic before 1992.  

Originally students graduated with a diploma but since 1999 moved to graduate with a 

bachelor’s or master’s qualification.     

 

The apprenticeship system, or dual vocational education system (Dual VET) as it is 

referred to in Germany, combines practical work based training in a company with 

theoretical knowledge development in a vocational school.  All apprentices have a 

contract and the apprenticeship lasts between two and three and a half years.  70% of 

the apprentices training takes place in the workplace and 30% is classroom based in a 

vocational school. The apprenticeship standards are defined nationally.  Chambers of 

Industry and Commerce, of which there are about eighty, monitor the quality of the 

training within companies and conduct examinations for the apprenticeships.  Here the 
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coordination is seen quite clearly through the federal state responsibility for the school 

element and the company responsible for the work element.  Costs are therefore shared 

between state and private sector and all sizes of firms.  

 

For many occupations an apprenticeship is seen as a pre-requisite and the certification 

of the successful apprenticeship is crucial for job security and long term skilled and highly 

paid employment (Pilz, 2009).   Traditionally there has been a high degree of wage 

coordination leading to a low wage differentiation between VET and tertiary education 

(Bosch and Charest, 2008) which has meant that the dual system remained attractive to 

young people and their parents as influencers in their post 16 choices.  However, Haasler 

(2020) highlights that in the last ten years, tertiary education has become more popular, 

stating that in 2013, more young people started higher education that started a dual 

apprenticeship programme.  Recent labour market demands for high skills has seen a 

greater link created between highly qualified young people and the dual apprenticeship 

programme than in previous years.  This has led to an increase in the number of young 

people with a degree who move into fully qualifying VET programmes which impacts the 

accessibility for low achievers: a change in what has been seen as a core element of 

VET in CMEs, such as Germany.  Before examining this further by consideration of social 

equality and education through the lens of Varieties of Capitalism, I now turn to higher 

education developments.   

 

4.3.2 Varieties of Capitalism and higher education developments  

When considering higher education through the eyes of Varieties of Capitalism, Graf 

(2009, p571) suggests that higher education systems in CMEs are based on co-

ordination between strategic interactions, and in LMEs are based on coordination 

through competitive markets.  In this case, universities adjust their offerings based on 

the demand of the market and the “marginal calculations stressed by neoclassical 

economies” (op. cit.).   

 

Hall and Soskice (2001) suggest five dimensions which are crucial to a firm’s activities: 

industrial relations, corporate governance, inter-firm relations, employees and vocational 

training and education.  As suggested, these dimensions can be used to consider 

universities (Lourenço, 2019) and companies engaged in degree apprenticeships.  Of 

particular importance for this research are the university-state relations (linked to 

corporate governance) and the university-firm relations.  Hall and Soskice’s view of the 
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challenges faced with corporate governance is the co-ordination between access to 

financial investment and return on investment.  In relation to higher education, Graf 

(2009) suggests that the State, students, research funding bodies and firms can be 

considered as investors with the State being the central stakeholder in Britain.  In respect 

of university-firm relations, Graf suggests that how universities manage the demands of 

firms’ requirements for suitably qualified workers is a major coordination problem.  The 

way in which universities behave depends on the national institutional environment (Graf 

2009) and, in the case of the degree apprenticeships, demands a level of co-ordinated 

activities more akin to a co-ordinated market economy than that of an LME.  In addition, 

the competitive market of an LME traditionally demands less specialist skills than a CME 

(Hörisch et al, 2020).   As suggested by Culpepper (2009), and Finegold and Soskice 

(1988), government attempts to legislate large shifts in education and training systems 

are almost certain to fail, if the underlying institutional condition of employer coordination 

is absent. As discussed in Chapter 2, this has been evident in UK for many years (Keep, 

2020).   

 

4.4 Varieties of Capitalism, education and economic growth   
Whilst increasing the participation of lower socio-economic classes in higher education 

has been seen as essential to growth of the national economy as discussed in Chapter 

3, there is another issue that moderates the relationship between better education and 

national economic growth: the type and quality of the education received.  However, in 

the United Kingdom, despite the increased number of students attending university, 

businesses in 2015 felt less than confident about graduates’ skills and their ‘work 

readiness’ upon graduation (CBI/Pearson, 2015). 

 

For a company to be successful, they need to secure and maintain a suitably skilled 

workforce. This must work in tandem with employees’ decisions about their own skills 

development (Hall and Soskice, 2001).   How these two dimensions are co-ordinated 

makes a difference to the success of the individual companies and workers, as well as 

the skills levels and success of the overall economy. Estévez-Abe et al. (2001) suggest 

that where a company relies on firm specific skills, which potentially make the employee 

less employable outside the company, the company needs to offer guarantees against 

the risk of loss of jobs or income which in turn protects the market from failing.   These 

guarantees are key to the development of relationships which reduce the potential 

conflict within the vocational and educational training sphere.   
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4.4.1 General v Specific Skills  

The distinction and impact of investment in general and specific skills was a key element 

in Becker’s universal theory of human capital (1962).   Based on what were seen as the 

universal laws of economic behaviours and market competition, Becker defined human 

capital as a product of market investment by individuals and governments that increases 

productivity and adds to an individual’s earnings (Payne, 2017). He suggested that 

individuals make their education choices based on rational expectations and decisions 

regarding the worth of that investment.  In addition, in his view, governments make the 

same rational decisions on how much to invest in human capital economic growth (Brown 

et al. 2020).  His approach assumes that earnings reflect how much an individual invests 

in their skills and knowledge and the productivity and resultant prosperity of a nation 

reflects how much governments invest in workforce education and training.  Despite 

evidence to the contrary (Gambin and Hogarth, 2017; Lauder et al., 2017), human capital 

theory has led to education being placed at the heart of national economic policies.   

 

Building on these economic principles to determine who should pay for education and 

training, Becker makes a distinction between general and specific skills and how they 

both impact human capital and productivity.  He defined general skills as those which 

benefit the individual because all employers will find them useful and are seen as a route 

to improving productivity and therefore the worker can work for a variety of employers.    

Conversely specific skills only benefit a particular employer and will only increase 

productivity for that employer and therefore only benefit the individual if they stay in that 

specific firm or sector.  In this respect Becker (ibid) suggested it is beneficial for an 

employer to invest in specific skills, whereas investment in general skills may be lost as 

it enables the individual to move firm more easily.   However, he argued that funding both 

types of skills training would be good for the market: individuals would make the rational 

choice to borrow to fund their general skills training, which in turn will increase 

productivity and employer investment in specific skills would also increase productivity 

(Brown et al. 2020).  

 

As discussed in Chapter 2, the conflation between general skills and academic education 

has led to higher education being ’sold’ as enhancing employability and the route to top 

level professional and managerial roles making it possible to justify student loans (ibid). 

However in reality, the differences are less stark and could be considered as ideal types.   
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In today’s labour market employers in England want evidence of a combination of 

specific and general skills that makes a potential employee ‘work ready’ from their first 

day in employment and therefore expect both types of training to be developed through 

the education system rather than employer investment (Brown et al. 2020; Gambin and 

Hogarth, 2020).    

 

CMEs are seen to utilise specific skills whereas LMEs favour general skills as can be 

seen by the UK preference for higher education.  However, as highlighted by Bosch 

(2017) and evidenced in this thesis, the assumption that higher education is always 

general is to be questioned.  Highly vocational yet academic training such as Medicine 

has always been delivered by universities.  In addition, the expansion of universities has 

seen many intermediate level vocational courses such as HNDs become degree-level 

qualifications (Bosch and Charest, 2008).   Conversely, the assumption that general skills 

are associated with higher skills is questionable (Streek, 2012).  General skills are also 

associated with low level skills and enjoyed in LMEs.   

 

Specific skills are either acquired through on-the-job training or apprenticeships and 

vocational schools.   In VoC terms, specific skills are attractive to an employee because 

even in an economic downturn, firms are reluctant to let highly trained workers go for 

fear of lack of competency or need for re-training when the upturn happens (Busemeyer 

& Jenson 2012; Hörisch et al. 2020).  For an employer, they not only develop the skills 

of the individual but also encourage the sharing of information across firms to generate 

improvements and ensure production lines are working with cutting-edge skills through 

the apprenticeship system (Lauder et al., 2008). However, there are also potential 

problems.  Apprentices need to know there will be gainful employment at the end of their 

training and employers need to know that their staff will develop useful skills and not be 

poached by other firms who may not have invested in training in the same way.  To 

mitigate these potential conflicts, CMEs have industrial relation institutions to resolve 

these problems.  Germany, for example, has a publicly subsidized training system which 

is supervised by trade unions and industry-wide employer associations.  These 

standardise industry-specific training and wage levels, which reduce the risk of 

‘poaching’ and ‘job hopping’.  This has been a long-held concern of UK employers when 

considering training and apprenticeships. 
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Most of the skills development within LMEs is considered to be general skills education.  

In a highly competitive, highly fluid labour market, companies are reluctant to invest in 

industry specific skills where they have no guarantee that the employee will not be 

poached or ‘job hop’ once they are trained.  Companies seek to pay low salaries for skills 

and are, therefore, reluctant to offer high levels of employment protection as seen in 

CMEs  (Estévez-Abe et al., (2001). As there is little protection built into the employment 

or unemployment system, they highlight that the best protection an employee has is to 

invest in portable, general skills which are valued in the labour market.  This in turn 

means that it is counterproductive for a firm to offer higher protection against 

unemployment as it will discourage the employee from developing their general skills 

and, therefore, the firms will lose their competitive edge when pursuing the competitive 

market strategies.  As a result, employees need to be flexible to mitigate potential job 

loss and are thus willing to invest in general skills that can be used in many different 

firms.   

 

The design of the degree apprenticeship spans both specific and general skills 

development.   The apprentice develops sector specific skills that can be seen as 

essential to the employer in a technical role, which hopefully will result in permanent 

employment.  In addition, they will develop general skills through the academic element 

of their apprenticeship which mitigates any fluidity in the labour market.  The degree 

apprenticeship structure therefore potentially reduces the conflict between employer and 

employee in terms of job security.  Companies are already reporting high retention rates 

after completion of the degree apprenticeship (pers. comm. 19 May 2018) which does 

not fit the expectation of employers’ views of vocational training in LMEs.  There is rapid 

growth of degree apprenticeship standards across a multitude of sectors, although the 

relationship between the number of standards and degree apprenticeship jobs differs 

between the sectors (Chapter 2, section 2.6.1).   

 

It must be noted that the general skills in a degree apprenticeship will not be as 

‘generalised’ as the skills developed in a standard degree because the academic 

element is co-designed between a university and an employer to suit the knowledge, 

skills and behaviours needed to perform a role.  Apprenticeship standards must be 

designed so that the employee can fulfil that role in any company, they must not be 

company specific.  In this respect, degree apprenticeships could be seen as offering a 

midpoint between sector skills and generalised skills.   In this respect, the degree 

apprenticeship is adding to the blurring of the lines between general and specific skills 



 

  
 

85 

that is happening because of the need for proficiency in digital skills to gain access to 

the labour market for so many middle and higher level skilled jobs (Shiohira, 2021).     

However, traditional CME co-ordination associated with the development of specific 

skills between training establishments and the workplace is not as co-ordinated in the 

degree apprentice landscape as will be evidenced later in this paper.    

 

4.5 Varieties of Capitalism, social equality, and education 
Social mobility policies have been based on the premise that if there is a greater equality 

of opportunity, then social inequalities will be reduced (Ball, 2017; Bukodi & Goldthorpe, 

2018).  Based on the premise of meritocracy, equality of educational opportunity should 

not be affected by parental background (Österman, 2018).  While Hall and Soskice’s 

(2001) is a firm level approach, it can be used to consider individual behaviours – the 

attitudes of the individual are shaped by the institutional contexts in which they live 

(Busemeyer and Jensen, 2012; Vráblíková, 2014).  Considering the interaction between 

macro level institutions and meso level organisations, empirical evidence points towards 

the relationship between a student’s socio-economic background and educational 

performance as a primary driver for educational inequality (Ball, 2017; Breen & Jonsson 

2005; Reay, 2017).  Furthermore, as Bukodi and Goldthorpe (ibid) suggest, policy 

initiatives within education designed to create a greater equality of opportunity have had 

very little effect in weakening that association.   

 

VoC literature argues that because of complex interactions between the political 

economy, labour market and education, there is a high level of equality seen in CMEs 

(Estévez-Abe et al, 2001; Hall and Soskice, 2001; Hall and Gingerich, 2009).  Estévez-

Abe et al. (2001, p178), stated that in countries that have high quality vocational 

education, the levels of social inequality are lower.  They suggested that this is because 

those in the lower half of the academic skills distribution have access to training leading 

on to subsequent access to well-paid employment.  Iversen & Stephens (2008) found a 

positive empirical association between skills and earning equality by using vocational 

training incidence nationally as an indicator for a strong skills system.   They argue that 

if there is demand for specific skills, there is a high demand for workers with vocational 

training and therefore this gives young people, particularly those who are not 

‘academically inclined’ the chance to develop their career opportunities.  Whereas in an 

LME, where the education system focuses on general skills, young people who are not 

academically minded are more likely to end up in low paid unskilled work for most of 

their lives because of the lack of a viable alternative to academic education.  As such, 
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the argument goes, the young person in CMEs has a greater incentive to do as well as 

they can at school to access the best of that training because the route to higher level 

career choices is available through vocational education.  General skills systems found 

in LMEs do not have such incentives in place as post-compulsory education is dominated 

by higher education and the academic route.  

 

However Busemeyer and Jenson (2012) remind us of the counter argument that where 

education systems are segmented into different tracks – academic and vocational, there 

are higher levels of educational inequality.  In their comparative examination of different 

education systems and the equality of educational opportunity, Shavit and Müller (2000) 

found there to be two key features that cause the inequality: the level of vocational 

education and the point at which tracking24 happens.   In education systems where 

tracking happens early, educational opportunity is reduced (Van de Werfhorst & Mijs, 

2010). So, while VoC literature suggests that vocational education offers specific skills 

which have the potential to provide security of employment, the same system can be 

seen to increase social stratification, in other words, vocational education can be 

described as a “double edged sword” (Shavit and Müller, ibid).   Furthermore the 

stratification of the German system has been accused of reproducing generational social 

inequalities through a channelling of working class children into apprenticeships with 

limited opportunity to move between academic and vocational tracks (Powell and Solga, 

2011).   In addition, there is often a preference for educational choices that fit parent’s 

experiences which sees working class children follow the apprenticeship route even if 

they have the qualifications to enrol in university (Protsch and Solga, 2016).   

 

The structure of the German VET along labour market organisational routes also limits 

mobility between occupations (Powell and Solga, 2011).  The impact of the vertical 

stratification of the German system which results in differences in labour market 

opportunities is often overlooked (Protsch and Solga, 2016).  However, Österman (2018) 

found that whilst tracking associated with VET in CMEs hindered equality of opportunity, 

the wage bargaining coordination lessened the effect of tracking and associated socio-

economic background leading to improved relative income of vocational graduates.   

 

 

24 movement between vocational and academic education according to academic ability.  
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In addition, Thelen (2012) reminds us that the original coordination of training along with 

labour market segmentation meant that access was available to the majority of young 

people ensuring that young people from disadvantaged and working-class backgrounds 

could move into well paid, secure jobs.  However, she also highlights the continued 

reduction of apprenticeships available in Germany.  As the number of positions has 

decreased, the competition has increased meaning that employers have a greater 

choice of applicant for their dual training programmes, some of whom have a university 

entrance qualification and are seen as a better fit for the highly skilled apprenticeships 

(Haasler, 2020).  Thelen demonstrates that this has resulted in a ‘double disadvantage 

in the labour market’ whereby those who cannot get an apprenticeship follow the path of 

poor training and rejection from potential employers.  

 

Turning to LMEs where tracking happens later in compulsory education25, it is assumed 

that the alternative to vocational education is higher education and the promise of higher 

status employment.  The degree therefore has become a credential that is delivers an 

advantage in the labour market (Tomlinson, 2008). As highlighted by Brown et al, (2011) 

this is not the case in today’s global economy and massification of higher education.  

Massification of higher education has led to credential inflation (Brown et al, 2020) where 

the actual exchange value of credentials such as a degree is reduced or devalued 

because the number of number of jobs has not expanded to meet the number of qualified 

people.  The devaluing of the degree means that individuals need to add further 

credentials, such as work experience, to their degree to get a job (Hirsch, 1977).  

Tomlinson (ibid) found that students were concerned about positional competition and 

therefore considered what would make them stand out from other graduates with similar 

achievements and experiences.   

 

As evidenced in Chapter 8 (section 8.6) the degree apprenticeship offers that ability for 

someone to stand apart from peers who have achieved their degree through full time 

education.   But reforms to post 16 education have created a binary divide for post 

compulsory education options (Chapter 2, section 2.3.1).  If the decision as to which 

route to follow is based on academic ability, then the reforms have the potential to mirror 

disadvantages associated with early tracking and social mobility.  The entry 

requirements for degree apprenticeships are expressed in terms of UCAS tariff points 

 

25 However, as evidenced in Chapter 2, section 2.4.1 the reforms to the Post 16 education and changes to 
progression pathways in England may result in earlier tracking better associated with the German system.   
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(Chapter 2, section 2.4).  Therefore if earlier tracking results in a student gaining an 

apprenticeship that does not have a tariff point qualifying course associated with it, they 

are unable to access a degree apprenticeship.   

 

Regardless of empirical evidence to the contrary, the pre-occupation with further 

opportunity to access higher education in England seems to prevail through macro level 

policy and micro level behaviour even though higher education cannot be the right route 

for everyone as skills come in many different forms.  Busemeyer and Jensen (2012) 

suggest that by considering the interaction between macro-level institutions and policy 

preferences at the meso-level, we can gain a better understanding of these 

contradictions.  The implications of their research will be considered below in relation to 

the ability to cross between different academic paths at different stages; whether the 

new English apprenticeship system replicates the ‘glass ceiling’ for those taking lower-

level apprenticeships; or indeed a ‘class ceiling’ in relation to accessibility for the 

disadvantaged school leaver.  

 

In these first sections of the theoretical framework, I have used Varieties of Capitalism 

literature to consider the relationship between institutional arrangements, education and 

skills development, and social equality.  In addition, I have outlined apprenticeship 

development in a CME.  These sections have provided a lens to consider the evidence 

(Chapters 6 and 7) that point to a misalignment between institutional infrastructure and 

policy decisions and implementation of degree apprenticeships. 

 

I now turn to examination of Bourdieu’s theories to consider how social inequalities in 

education are compounded by class structures in society. Combined with his later 

consideration of organisational theory and economic sociology these sections present 

an opportunity to consider the structures and mechanisms evidenced in the results 

chapters that impact the degree apprenticeships’ potential to facilitate widening 

participation.   

 

4.6 Bourdieu’s Theory of Social Reproduction 
The work of Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2003) has informed the extensive research into the 

social inequalities in higher education and entry to professional careers in England 

(Coleman 1988; Ball 2003, 2017; Naidoo, 2004, 2008; Reay, 2004, 2009, 2018; Whitty 
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et al. 2015).  As one of the most prominent sociologists of the late twentieth century he 

significantly impacted the thinking of social theory, sociology of education and social 

reproduction.  His work also affected how research methods were applied within the 

social sciences (Nash 1999, 2008; Gale and Lingard 2015; Grenfell 2014).  Bourdieu’s 

work focused on analysing the French education system and questioned the role of 

education in social inequality and reproduction in society (Bourdieu 1986a, 1988, 1996, 

1997; Bourdieu and Passeron 1990; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992).  Bourdieu’s later 

works (2005a, 2005b) use his concepts to demonstrate the social construction of the 

economic, political and journalistic fields.  

 

For Bourdieu, it was clear that whilst some people succeeded in education, others did 

not, and this was largely due to the social class into which they are born.  Bourdieu 

suggests it is not the specific properties such as capital, age, income and social origin 

that define social class, it is the ‘structure of relations between all the pertinent properties, 

which give its specific value to each of them and to the effects they exert on practices.’ 

(1986a, p105).   Wacquant (2013) defined this relational concept as existing under two 

forms – firstly, a set of objective positions that people occupy that constrain perception 

and action and secondly, inside the individual as a schema of perception and 

appreciation through which the world is constructively and actively experienced.   

 

For Bourdieu, the prevalence of class structures in society meant that whilst the rationale 

for selective schooling is one of meritocracy, the reality is the opposite - schools select 

students according to their abilities, language and behaviours which are dependent on 

the social class and experiences of the child in question.  As such, schools use and 

produce hierarchies in educational knowledge and credentials (Thomson & Holdsworth, 

2003).  These give advantage to young people from high socio-economic backgrounds 

who are practised in the language, required behaviour, knowledge and “ways of being” 

through their social and cultural knowhow because of their parents’ levels of formal 

education and social resources.  Therefore, those young people have the foundations 

on which to develop and perform better and be able to access higher education.  The 

education system uses and constructs those resources which in turn continue to 

reproduce the economic and social capital of the individual.   This replicates through into 

higher education because of decisions regarding the criteria for entry, both concrete in 

terms of grades achieved and perceived qualities. Bourdieu’s studies from 1988 and 

1996 show that these perceptions, which he calls ‘academic taxonomies’ (1996, p19), 

are organised in the same hierarchy of qualities as those from higher socio-economic 
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backgrounds. This results in conflation between cultural capital, usually linked to social 

origin, and academic ability.  Therefore, by strengthening the link between social and 

academic classification at the start of a university career, the replication between social 

origin and academic selection, and evaluation continues (Naidoo, 2004). 

 

Yet Bourdieu’s view of class structure is not a deterministic one; he views structure and 

agency together and the concept of struggle is seen to be at the epicentre of the relations 

between social groupings, consciousness and conduct.  It is these struggles the 

individual engages with endless competition for acquisition, control and power or capital. 

(Wacquant, 2013).  As social inequality continues across many capitalist societies, and 

is legitimised through education, particularly higher education, Bourdieu’s work has been 

highly influential.   His work has been used in the context of the debate surrounding class 

reproduction as well as class inequalities in educational attainment, and in particular, the 

development of widening participation activities centred on English universities (Reay, 

2004, 2009, 2018; Bathmaker, 2015; Burnell, 2015; Whitty et al, 2015; Burke, 2016; 

Bathmaker et al., 2017).   

 

Bourdieu described his work as both a ‘philosophy of science that one could call 

relational in that it accords primacy to relations’ and ‘a philosophy of action designated 

at times as dispositional’ (Bourdieu, 1988).  These allow for consideration of the 

relationship between the structure of a situation and the actions of those within that 

situation.  Offering a relational perspective on the social world, he draws attention to the 

dynamics of power and structural influences that shape the institutions and practices, 

which highlight the hidden mechanisms that produce and reproduce inequalities within 

society.   By considering both the structure and agency as relational, Bourdieu was 

radically opposed to rationalism and structuralism. He saw his own philosophy of action 

as one that overcomes the binary oppositions that he saw established notions, such as 

individual/society, conscious/unconscious, subjective/objective, used without 

examination (Bourdieu, 1988, p.viii).  This is particularly important, as will be 

demonstrated in the analysis of interviews from multiple stakeholders.   

 

I now give a detailed expansion of Bourdieu’s concepts used within research and 

consider how social reproduction occurs within the institutions engaging with degree 

apprenticeships, namely government and its agencies, higher education and employers. 
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4.7 Bourdieu’s Thinking Tools   
Bourdieu suggests that to make sense of an event or a social phenomenon, it is 

necessary to examine the “social space” in which the event takes place, as well as the 

event itself.  Any given phenomenon is a product of the relationship between habitus 

(dispositions or inclinations), capitals (resources we rely on and give us a position within 

any given field (social space)) and the structural mechanisms (autonomy or power) of 

that particular field as depicted in the equation {(Habitus)x(capital) + field = practice} 

(1986a, p101).  Over time, Bourdieu added to these concepts to offer deeper analysis of 

the relationships he was researching.  Fig 17 depicts the association of the concepts 

(detailed in the following sections), using the equation of practice.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17 Bourdieu's equation of practice 

Source: adapted from Bourdieu (1986) 

 

4.7.1 Field  
The concept of field was commonly used in other disciplines such as physics, 

mathematics and psychology before Bourdieu developed his own theoretical framework 

encompassing field.  Bourdieu offered this explanation of his concept of field:  

“Thinking in terms of fields requires a conversion of one’s entire usual vision of 

the social world, a vision interested only in those things which are visible … It is 

the structure of the relations constitutive of the space of the field which 
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determines the forms that can be assumed by the visible relations of interaction 

and the very content of the experience that agents may have of them.” 

(Bourdieu, 1990b, p192) 

 

Whilst Bourdieu’s construction was relatively autonomous, his concept shares a 

common epistemology with physics and maths disciplines – that of the relational aspect 

of the parts, elements, objects, and people found within them (Hilgers & Mangez, 2015).  

Thomson (2008) highlights Bourdieu’s use of ‘le champs’, which translates to battlefield 

rather than ‘le pre’ which is closer to our understanding of a meadow.  Bourdieu 

suggested that fields are made up of opposing forces which work like a magnetic field 

with the positions of the individuals within the field determined by the relationship to the 

poles with economic and cultural capital on its axis (see later for greater explanation of 

capital) as depicted below    

 

Figure 18 Field positions depicting cultural and economic capital 

Source Hilgers and Mangez (2015, p8) 

 

For Bourdieu, field is a social space that is a human construct, relatively autonomous 

with its own set of beliefs that are inherently connected to its history, and, in turn, 

rationalise the rules of behaviour within that field (Thomson, 2008).  For the field to 

function successfully, members of the field need to know the rules and play the game 

accordingly.  The members of the field have pre-determined places as in any sports 

game.  However, a field does not stand-alone’. it sits alongside other fields in the social 
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world, each with their own set of rules, hierarchies and competitions within them which 

can manifest themselves as a struggle over stakes within the field. Bourdieu outlines 

how that struggle is dominated by the powerful elites within political, hierarchical and 

corporate positions (Bourdieu, 1986a).  Within a field, groups and classes act to preserve 

and advance their own desires through their social, cultural and economic powers (or 

capitals) together with their networks, knowledge and ‘know-how’ (Naidoo, 2004).  Within 

those groups, individuals bring their own relative powers to the competitions (their 

capital) which defines their own position and strategies for behaviour.  As a result, the 

unequal social institutions and relations are reproduced (Crossley, 2017).  Within higher 

education, the stakes at the centre of the struggle are primarily research and 

publications, with the reputation of the university on that basis.  In the economy the 

primary stake is finance.  Struggles associated with the different stakes and the impact 

the field of higher education are discussed in section 4.7.1.2 and 4.9.1.  As discussed in 

Section 4.9 examines the properties of and relationships between the three fields that 

impact the degree apprenticeship, the field of higher education, the field of employers 

and the political field. 

 

Each of Bourdieu’s main concepts, that make up his equation above, embed several 

lower-level concepts.  I now examine those associated with the field.   

 

4.7.1.1 Doxa and Misrecognition 

For Bourdieu, doxa is the shared, unquestioned perceptions and opinions found within 

fields that determine the practices and attitudes of that field and the habitus of the agents 

within it (Deer, 2008).  These are viewed as inherently true and necessary or, as 

suggested by Grenfell (2008, p56) ‘the unwritten rules of the game’.   For any given field, 

the guiding doxa will be different from another field.  Agents within the field understand 

the rules of the game and feel comfortable playing by those rules or doxa and can explain 

the logic of the field, according to that doxa.  Even if practices within a field have a 

reproductive nature to them, misrecognition of the legitimacy of the doxic relationship 

with the social world allows them to go unchallenged as suggested by Thomson’s (2014) 

application of field theory to education policy.   

 

Furthermore, the values, classifications and categories that form the arbitrary nature of 

the power relations created by the doxa continue to be misrecognised, and therefore 

reproduces the same doxa in a self-reinforcing manner.  The connection between field 
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and habitus, strengthens the power of the doxa and guides the ‘feel for the game’ of the 

agents within the field, presupposing they are embedded in the doxa itself (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant, 1992, p66). 

 

These ‘shared beliefs’ or ‘unwritten rules’ underpin the idea of symbolic power whereby 

the physical power is replaced by the implicit mechanisms, assumptions, and habits.  

Through the historical nature and reproduction of these behaviours, symbolic power lies 

within institutions, organisations and society itself.  For doxa to reproduce, those 

subjected to it do not question its legitimacy or the legitimacy of those who exert it (Deer, 

2008, p117).  For example, there is a long-held belief among policy makers that 

increasing the numbers of students in higher education results in socially and 

economically disadvantaged young people gaining greater chances in life. Thomson 

(2005) suggests that the ‘common sense’ doxic narrative surrounding this view disguises 

the fact that very little has changed in terms of percentages of students from different 

backgrounds accessing higher education.  This view is borne out by recent statistics from 

OfS (2019).  Widening participation strategies often put the lack of aspiration at the heart 

of the problem (Burke 2012; Harrison and Waller, 2018) as discussed in Chapter 2.  

Misrecognition at macro and meso levels is at play here, ignoring the fact that it is the 

nature of the education system that produces these results.  Savage and Friedman 

(2015, p63) go further to highlight the impact of misrecognition when the institutional 

barriers, faced by those from low socioeconomic backgrounds, are not considered in 

policy narrative and creation. They suggest that certain cultural codes, such as a dress 

sense, accent, vocabulary etc are often misrecognised as a sign of a person’s talent or 

potential.  Misrecognition within a field is a form of forgetting.  This refers to a social 

process where something isn’t recognised for what it is because it is linked to a set of 

different dispositions of the habitus of the individual or institution concerned.   It is 

Bourdieu’s position that schools ‘misrecognize’ elevated levels of cultural capital as 

‘natural’ talent and, in turn, reward such students for simply being cultured and having a 

privileged family background. 

 

4.7.1.2 Power and autonomy  

Bourdieu (1993) highlights how the relative autonomy of a field varies between fields and 

can also vary from one national institution to another.  The field of higher education, as 

an example, is seen by Bourdieu as a field with a high degree of autonomy as, at his 

time of examination, it was relatively independent from external forces such as economic 

and political ones (Grenfell & James, 1988).  Hilgers and Mangez (2015) highlight the 
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relational aspect of autonomy and remind us that fields are not static – increased 

autonomy from outside influences can lead to changes within the field.  In the same way 

that fields are characterised by internal struggles, external struggles also exist between 

individual fields as well as with the field of power.  Bourdieu uses the term ‘field of power’ 

as a metaphor for how the fields conduct themselves rather than the institutional 

practices themselves.  Webb et al. (2002) invite us to understand the concept of ‘power’ 

as a macro concept, in which we see the power as the mechanism with which the 

government uses to fulfil its responsibility to regulate and manage the community.  

Therefore, the government is not the field of power, it is one of the sites in which the 

power operates in the ways in which the individuals and institutions relate to one another.  

This concept spotlights how the mechanisms within the field are not solely responsible 

for the behaviours within that field; the effects of the field’s relation with the social space 

need to be accounted for (Bourdieu, 1996, 1998a).   

 

For Bourdieu, the power struggles take place within the field and across associated 

fields, between those involved with the physical delivery of the social functions and those 

more involved with the fiscal and economic matters of the state (Crossley, 2015).  This 

explanation can be used to consider the multiple relationships and tensions between 

degree apprenticeship stakeholders.  Employers can use the apprenticeship levy to pay 

for senior management training, which if badged as an apprenticeship, is within the remit 

of the levy.  However, this impacts the amount of available money left for non-levy payers 

to access. Power struggles are not only a result of the physical powers conferred onto 

IfATE within regulation of apprenticeship standards but also because of the underlying 

structures that allow the physical powers to be accepted by the employers.    

 

An organisation’s own story as part of its industry or profession as well as the wider 

economy is essential to considering the power and autonomy that it possesses within 

the field (Khanchel & Kahla, 2013).  Organisations are often associated with more than 

one field and their institutionalisation will also be determined by conditions predetermined 

by other fields such as legal requirements or financial constraints.  Through analysis of 

organisational power by considering think tanks, Medvetz (2014) argued that where 

organisations span multiple fields, their power sits not just through the accumulation and 

volume of capital but also in the ability to regulate the passage of resources, information 

and people.  This can be seen in the behaviour of IfATE when examining the 

mechanisms surrounding degree apprenticeships.   However, the structure of the field is 

given by relations between these positions, where such relations are not reducible to 
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interactions (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p92-96).  Therefore, the analysis of the 

relations is not limited to the interactions between agents but revealed through analysis 

of the field’s underlying structures such as the field’s autonomy within the relationship 

with other fields (Maton, 2005).  A field’s autonomy is illustrated by the way it generates 

its own values and markers of success or achievement, but the relative nature of the 

autonomy means that powers such as economic and political power (specific to that field) 

play a role in shaping the field.  Section 4.9 considers the relationship and autonomy 

between the fields associated with degree apprenticeships, namely the field of higher 

education, the political field and the labour market field.   

 

Bourdieu (1988), saw agents within a field, as hierarchically structured according to their 

capitals that matter within that field – i.e. in higher education the two capitals that matter 

are scholastic capital (scientific prestige and intellectual renown) and academic capital 

(institutional control of appointments, strategic development, funding etc).   Therefore, 

higher education is structured in a manner of ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ but also by 

competing ideas of what the ‘have’ is, i.e. what constitutes that dominant form of capital 

that underpins the dominant measure of achievement (Maton 2005).  So, in the field of 

higher education, the position within league tables, the relationship with industry, 

research output, may form the ‘have’ concept.  The decision will depend on the field of 

power as well as those who hold the requisite capitals. 

 

The autonomous and heteronomous practices, i.e. the strategies that take place to 

preserve or transform the established relations of power form the basis of the struggles 

between the agents.  For these practices to be understood, Bourdieu’s triadic concepts 

of habitus, capital and field need to be used.  The strategic ‘position-takings’ employed 

to retain the position of the dominant force is dependent on the habitus of the individual 

(or institution) and related to the position occupied in the field determined by the dominant 

capital/(s) (Naidoo, 2004).  Bourdieu (1993, p63-64) further highlights that to determine 

what each position is, it is necessary to understand how the ‘position-takings’ have been 

formed and how they shape and define the way the individual or institution operate and 

remain in that position.    

 

Maton’s (2005, p697) consideration of positional and relational autonomy in the field of 

higher education is a useful way of considering autonomy.   In brief, he defines positional 

autonomy as “the nature of relations between specific positions in the social dimension 
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of a context or field and positions in other fields.”  For example, where governance is 

carried out by agents within the field, such as in the 1960s, the field enjoyed a higher 

positional authority.  For those universities engaging with degree apprenticeships, the 

delivery is monitored by Ofsted, and therefore could be seen as a threat to the autonomy 

within the university.   

 

In contrast to positional autonomy, Maton (2005, p679) defines relational autonomy as 

“relations between the principles of relation (ways of working, practices, aims etc) within 

the field and from associated fields which then impact on the autonomy.”  If the measure 

of success is the generation of an income stream, as opposed to academic excellence, 

it indicates a weaker relational autonomy within the field because the measure of 

success is drawn from another field.   Whereas, if the measure of success is that of 

academic excellence it has a stronger relational autonomy because academic 

excellence is associated with the field of higher education. 

 

4.7.2 Habitus 
‘When the habitus encounters a social world of which it is the product, it finds 

itself as a fish in water”, it does not feel the weight of water and takes the world 

about itself for granted’ (Bourdieu, 1989, p43). 

Bourdieu developed the term habitus to overcome the binary nature of the 

structure/agency debate about the level in which individuals determine their own lives or 

whether they are shaped by societal structures (Dillon, 2007).    According to Bourdieu, 

each class has its own habitus which determines the values, practices and beliefs that 

are played out and possessed by that class.  If we consider socialization theory, as 

suggested by Burnell (2013), behaviours are learnt and not innate, and therefore regulate 

the actions in a particular society.  As such, class is a sub-culture of society with values 

and norms that exist within the main culture of society.  However, Bourdieu sees these 

as below the level of consciousness (Naidoo, 2004) which suggests that they are deeper 

and more permanently embedded in the behaviour of the individual.  

 

Education research often focuses on individual habitus (Reay, 2004, 2015); however, 

the concept has been expanded to consider the ways in which power and culture 

influence an organisations’ actions, most often referred to as institutional habitus (Byrd, 

2019). The following two sections cover both individual and organisational habitus as 
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each has a bearing on the success of degree apprenticeships’ ability to impact social 

reproduction in higher education.    

 

4.7.2.1 Individual Habitus 

Reay (2004) invites us to consider habitus in terms of four related aspects – embodiment, 

agency, a compilation of collective and individual trajectories and a complex interplay 

between past and present.   Societal relations, such as class and gender, help structure 

the mastery of behaviour of a particular way of being in the world, the very embodiment 

of “ways of speaking, walking and thereby of feeling and thinking” (Bourdieu, 1990a, 

p70).   These are not developed through consciousness but are likened to “having a feel 

for the game” (Bourdieu, 1990b, p9).  The permanent disposition of how to ‘play the 

game’ happens because of the embodiment of the habitus, almost a biological 

integration.  Bourdieu’s view of habitus and agency is that it is both transformative and 

constraining at the time same.  He suggests that habitus is a “kind of transforming 

machine” and:   

“The adjustments that are constantly required by the necessities of adaptation to 

new and unforeseen situations may bring about durable transformations of the 

habitus, but these will remain within certain limits, not least because the habitus 

defines the perception of the situation that determines it.  (Bourdieu, 1993, p87).  

The degree of agency is always tempered with constraints and demands that are 

imposed on the individual as well as the constraints that the individual puts on 

themselves in terms of what they think is possible or not possible.  In this respect, the 

potential degree apprentice may feel unable or unwilling to take the first step towards 

application through their own perception that it’s not the sort of thing someone from 

their family would be able to do.    

  

Whilst habitus is a widely used concept in sociological research, it is one of Bourdieu’s 

most criticised concepts, particularly its so-called deterministic nature (Alexander 1995; 

Goldthorpe 2007).  As Reay (2004) suggests when refuting this argument, it is the very 

nature of Bourdieu’s rationale for developing the concept to reconcile the dualities of 

structure and agency, objectivism and subjectivism, and determinism and free will.  

Bourdieu’s own response to the charge of determinism states that “habitus … becomes 

active only in relation to a field, and the same habitus can lead to very different practices 

and stances depending on the state of the field” (Bourdieu 1990b, p116).   Secondly, he 

highlights how, as the product of social conditionings and therefore history, it is endlessly 
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transformed either in a direction that reinforces or transforms it and finally suggests that 

it can also be controlled through “awakening of consciousness and socio analysis.” (ibid).  

Webb et al. (2002, p41) also argue that:  

“Habitus is ‘both durable and orientated to the practical: dispositions, knowledges 

and values are always potentially subject to modification, rather than being 

passively consumed or reinscribed.  This occurs when the narratives, values and 

explanations no longer make sense … or when agents use their understanding 

and feel for the rules of the game as a means for furthering and improving their 

own standing and capital within a cultural field.”   

 

By this token, individuals can cope with moving from one field to another, because the 

habitus can cope with the social changes through an understanding of the doxa that 

characterises national cultures.  However, there may be a clash or conflict of habitus that 

overlays the old habitus and may cause the feeling of not belonging.  In respect of degree 

apprentices, the person may be inhabiting two new fields (employment and higher 

education), which between them may cause a clash, and may also cause a clash with 

their original habitus.   Bourdieu & Passeron (1990) considered the field-clash theory to 

suggest why working-class people did not chose higher education because the social 

field did not match their own habitus structure.  Whereas, middle-class students having 

been socialised in the dominant culture, felt totally comfortable when entering higher 

education.  This could also be experienced in a degree apprenticeship as the apprentice 

moves into more senior positions.  However, habitus can be employed to consider the 

analysis of all social power relations not just class structure and, therefore, will be 

deployed within my research to examine the impact of the social power relations on 

degree apprenticeships.  

 

For the individual student, the limited options available that they feel are open to them, 

in terms of their own cultural trajectory (Webb et al (2002, p120), can be explained 

through the notion of symbolic power.  For the socio-economically disadvantaged 

student, they may unconsciously consider the path to an elite university is not for them.  

Alternatively for the young person who sees university as ‘right’ for someone with their 

economic and cultural capital, the doxa underpinning that habitus suggests that a 

vocational course would be unthinkable for them. In this way the doxa reproduces cultural 

subjectivity.  This, as will be seen in subsequent chapters, influences the perception of 

apprenticeships.  
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4.7.2.2 Institutional Habitus 

An organisation will have a history, which has been established over time, in the same 

way as an individual.  As discussed, habitus can be described as a complex mixture of 

structure and agency at the internal core of an individual or organisation from which 

everyday experiences stem.   This can be seen in the organisational culture of a school 

or university which are also linked to the socio-economic cultures which mutually shape 

and reshape each other (Reay, 1998).  As a result, she suggests that we can adopt the 

concept of institutional habitus to describe the impact of a cultural group or social class 

on an individual’s behaviour as it is mediated through an organisation.  Byrd (2019, p201) 

defines institutional habitus as “an institution’s values, common sense, beliefs, 

behaviours, and taken-for-granted positions as situated within historical and 

contemporary social relations.”   

 

In the same way as the concept of institutional habitus has been used to consider links 

between the socio-economic culture of an educational establishment and the impact on 

individual behaviour (Reay 1998; Reay et al 2001; Thomas 2002), those researching 

organisations suggest that institutional habitus can be used to understand the position 

of the organisation in the field and have dispositions that shape their practices 

(Emirbayer & Johnson 2008; Vaughan 2008; Hallett & Gougherty 2018).  These 

dispositions are largely unthought of, and become a set of “Institutionalised beliefs, rules 

and roles that shared cognitive systems” (Scott, 1995, p165).  For the degree 

apprenticeship being delivered between the employer and the university, not only will the 

institutional habitus have an impact on their relationship but will also impact the individual 

apprentice.  In addition, the institutional habitus of the external agencies involved (IfATE 

and ESFA) will also have a bearing on the relationships.  Institutional habitus therefore 

offers a way of examining the impact of the relationships and behaviours within and 

between organisations engaging with degree apprenticeships.   

 

In the same way that individual habitus involves a combination of agency and structure, 

so too does institutional habitus.  Institutional habitus is not to be thought of as a 

homogenised set of behaviours of those within the institution but recognises that the 

individual perceptions and practices are mediated by the institutional context.  Bourdieu 

and Wacquant (1992) refer to bureaucracies as social collectives which have a built-in 

tendency to perpetuate their being as something that is nothing more than a loyalty to 
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that organisation and as such reproduce the structure of which their habitus is the 

product (ibid, p139-140).  Affolter (2021) suggests that the concept of institutional habitus 

can be built on this perception of bureaucratic organisations as self-perpetuating social 

collectives.  As such, one can consider how the institutional habitus of an organisation is 

built up on the professional values, pragmatic beliefs, unthinking routines (doxa) carried 

out by the individual which are picked up through their institutional socialisation rather 

than the individual’s own social background.  As a result, it is frequently affected by 

tensions and internal confusion, which can result in multiple dispositions, sometimes 

contradictory (Tarabini et al., 2017).  Examination of institutional habitus can offer a way 

of exploring the logic behind one organisation’s behaviour over another, for example, 

why one school actively encourages students to consider degree apprenticeships 

whereas another might actively discourage it.  Employing distinct but intermingled 

realities of institutional and individual habitus (Reay et al., 2001) offers the ability to 

examine the relationship between the socio-economic composition of an organisation 

and their practices, values and structures.  

 

4.7.3 Capital 
Capital does not function unless it is associated with a field.  

“Depending on the field in which it functions, … capital can present itself in three 

fundamental guises: as economic capital, which is immediately and directly 

convertible into money and may be institutionalised in the form of property rights: 

as cultural capital, which is convertible, on certain conditions, into economic 

capital and may be institutionalised in the form of educational qualifications; and 

as social capital, made up of social obligations (“connections”), which is 

convertible in certain conditions, into economic capital and may be 

institutionalised in the form of a title of nobility” (Bourdieu, 1986b, p243) 

 

Keen for his audience to move away from the economic understanding of capital, which 

did not allow for a full account of the structure and functioning of the social world, 

Bourdieu encouraged us to consider three main forms of capital – economic, cultural and 

social as depicted in the above quote.  As a partner to habitus, capital is not fixed or 

determined but relational; relational not only to each other but also to the specific field in 

which the individual or group inhabits.  When considering this relationship, Bourdieu’s 

conception of the social space with respect to the existence and conditioning of habitus 

was  
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‘… one can construct a social space whose three fundamental dimensions are 

defined by volume of capital, composition of capital and change in these two 

properties over time (manifested by past and potential trajectory in social space.’  

(Bourdieu, 1990b, p114).   

 

This explanation of a social space (field) allowed Bourdieu the ability to consider the 

positions and trajectories of the different classes in a social world where the highest 

classes have the most economic and cultural capital whilst those in the lowest classes 

are deprived in both respects.  He saw those members of the professions with the highest 

incomes and qualifications, (those with the highest economic and cultural capital), mainly 

originating from the dominant classes, received and consumed the largest quantity of 

material and cultural goods vis-a-vis to the working or lower classes.  The relationship 

between class and practice means that the position and power held by the individual is 

relational to the specific field, what is at stake and the capital needed to play for it, and 

how much of that capital they possess together with any additional riches amassed from 

other types of capital.  I now turn to a brief explanation of the specific capitals as defined 

by Bourdieu (1997, 1986, 1997, 2005).  

  

4.7.3.1 Cultural Capital 

Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital has three forms: the embodied state, the objectified 

state and the institutionalised state.  The embodied state is seen as the external wealth 

converted into an integral part of the person (Bourdieu, 1997, p48), i.e. the behaviours 

that children learn from early socialisation such as expectations, actions and speech.  

The mastery of speech seen through expressive, advanced language in fluent 

conversations is often associated with higher socio-economic backgrounds, putting them 

an advantage both practically and symbolically (Bourne, 2015).  The second form, the 

objectified state, is identified as goods such as pictures, books, and instruments, to which 

children from higher socio-economic backgrounds are exposed (Bourdieu 1986, 1979).  

The third form, the institutionalised state, refers to credentials and qualifications that 

symbolise competence and quality.  This is also understood as symbolic capital referring 

to reputation, prestige and honour (Bourdieu 1990).   Reay (2004) observed how we can 

see cultural capital in evidence when looking at how parents ‘play’ the education market 

such as school choice, supporting learning at home and the ability to argue with teachers 

from a confident standpoint.  She noted that mothers from the middle classes employed 

their cultural capital to the benefit of the situation and their child.  Gerhards et al. (2018) 

suggest that, within academia, the reputation of a university and the position they hold 
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are examples of symbolic capital.  By extension, I suggest this is also true of the 

reputation and value of a profession and company either on the international or national 

stage or within their own sector.     

 

4.7.3.2 Social Capital 

Social capital is made up of the resources and networks within a given group that 

‘provides each member with the backing of the collectively-owned capital’ (Bourdieu, 

1986b, p248).  The relationships can exist in a practical, material and / or symbolic sense, 

and their very presence helps to maintain and reinforce those groups within which the 

social capital is developed.  Social capital can be increased by belonging to different 

groups and therefore expanding the different resources and networks available.  For 

those from higher socio-economic backgrounds to be able to retain their position within 

a field or maintain their dominance over those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, 

use of their social capital is essential.  For the potential degree apprentice, the selection 

process can involve many steps (Chapter 8, section 8.4).  Preparation for those steps 

for middle-class applicants will often involve their parents drawing on their networks to 

find someone who can help and thus give their child ‘the upper hand’.  The applicant 

from a lower socio-economic background is at a disadvantage as their parents usually 

do not have this network on which to call. 

 

Bourdieu goes on to suggest that the existence of a network of connections is not a given 

but needs to be worked at:  

‘…the network of relationships is the product of investment strategies, individual 

or collective, consciously or unconsciously aimed at establishing or reproducing 

social relationships that are directly usable in the short or long term.’ (Bourdieu 

1986b, p249). 

 

In addition, when a new person is introduced into the group, the identity of the group is 

put into question and the group will behave in a manner that ensures the continued 

existence and reproduction of the group.  This manifests itself amongst other things as 

the organisation of occasions such as a particular party, sports event or ceremony 

designed to ‘favour legitimate exchanges or exclude illegitimate ones’ (Bourdieu 1986a, 

p250).  Bourdieu goes on to suggest that different types of capital can be converted to 

ensure the reproduction of capital and the position occupied in the social space.  From 
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this, he concludes that economic capital is at the root of all other types of capital because 

it allows goods and services to be bought and helps social capital to be developed over 

time through the fostering of relationships.   

 

4.8 Bourdieu and organisational analysis 
Whilst formal organisations were rarely the explicit focus of Bourdieu’s own research, we 

can see implicit theorization within several of his works, such as Reproduction in 

Education, Society and Culture (1990), The State Nobility (1996) and The Social 

Structures of the Economy (2005).  This has led to his work being utilised to understand 

organisations and the institutional environments within which they exist (Hallett & 

Gougherty 2018).  The introduction of organisational fields into new institutional theory 

(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, 1991) was influenced by Bourdieu’s notion of the ‘field’ and 

has continued to be one of the more used concepts within organisational analysis.  The 

dominant use of his theory within organisational research has been concentrated on his 

concepts of field and capital to understand the macro influences that shape organisations 

(Emirbayer and Johnson 2008; Everett 2002; and Dobbin 2008).  This has been 

particularly prevalent in inter-organisational levels of analysis, rather than 

intraorganizational levels of analysis (Emirbayer and Johnson 2008:2).  However, 

Arnholtz (2018) suggests that, within Bourdieu’s work on the state, he saw “tensions and 

inventions” as dominant themes, rather than reproduction.  Everett (2002) reminds us 

that Bourdieu’s theory of practice allows us to consider the relation between symbolic 

and cognitive structures, as well as language, labels, and categorisations within those 

structures.  When these are analysed together with their production within the field, this 

offers a critical examination of tensions and reproduction within social spaces.  For the 

degree apprenticeship landscape, employing Bourdieu to consider the inter- and intra- 

organisational relationships in the manner that Everett suggests, will offer the opportunity 

to consider how the tensions, language and categorisations found in the different fields 

impact on their potential for widening participation.   

 

Özbligin and Tatli (2005) suggest that the adoption of Bourdieu’s conceptual tools as a 

framework for multilevel organisational research allows the study of the complexity and 

ambiguity of the organisational phenomena.  They suggest that Bourdieu’s concept of 

habitus can assist an understanding of the meso-level analysis where the ‘micro-

individual and the macro-structural conditions exist in a state of interplay’.  “The habitus 

– embodied history, internalised as a second nature and so forgotten as history, is the 

active presence of the whole past of which it is the product.” (1990a:56).  Understanding 
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the historical development of the organisation’s culture and its attending production and 

reproduction assists with the broader understanding of an organisation’s actions.  Reay 

(1998) and Reay et al. (2001) highlight how the habitus of an educational establishment 

can impact an individual student’s choices or outcomes particularly those from 

disadvantaged background.  Byrd (2019) suggests that organisational analysis within 

educational contexts can be enhanced by the concept of institutional habitus.  I suggest 

that by extension, attention to the impact of institutional habitus will be of considerable 

use when examining interorganisational behaviours in this thesis.   

 

Having outlined Bourdieu’s concepts and their use within this research, the following 

section explains the multi-dimensional analysis framework that combines his concepts 

with VoC that forms the framework on which analysis of the data will be based.   

 

4.9 Towards a multi-dimensional analysis framework 
Following Wacquant’s (1992: xiv) suggestion that “… an invitation to think with Bourdieu 

is of necessity an invitation to think beyond Bourdieu”, I follow in the mighty footsteps of 

other researchers who have taken up this challenge when examining the changing nature 

of the field of higher education (Burke 2012; Maton, 2005; Naidoo, 2004, Thomson, 2005; 

Webb et al, 2015).  Interlinking Bourdieu’s theories and Varieties of Capitalism literature 

enables analysis of the relational nature of structures found at macro, meso and micro 

levels of the degree apprenticeship landscape and how they impact their potential for 

widening participation.  This section will consider how higher education, labour market 

and political fields are interrelated and overlayed by the field of power, thus offering a 

framework to assist with the analysis of degree apprenticeships as a vehicle for widening 

participation.  When considering the policy conceptualisation and implementation of 

degree apprenticeships, the degree apprenticeship can be thought of as being situated 

in the intersection of the political, labour market and higher education fields.  Figure 19 

below, maps out the interrelated fields of the degree apprenticeship landscape.   
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Figure 19 Mapping of the interrelated fields in the degree apprenticeship 
landscape 

 

4.9.1 The field of higher education  

For Bourdieu (1988, 1993, 1996, 1998), the field of higher education was relatively 

independent from external pressures such as economic or political - a ‘social compact’ 

(Naidoo, 2004, p.469).  The higher education field consists of public and private 

universities, membership bodies (such as The Russell Group and UVAC26), affiliated FE 

colleges and employees working with such organisations.   For Bourdieu, the 

autonomous nature of the field meant that the hierarchy of universities and faculties was 

judged internally and accepted as a legitimate judgement (Naidoo, 2004, 2018).   

Bourdieu suggests (1993, p.164) that a highly autonomous field “functions somewhat like 

a prism, which refracts every external determination: demographic, economic or political 

events are retranslated according to the specific logic of the field.”   As a result, within 

higher education, any negative external forces would be refracted away, and the shape 

of that refraction was determined by the play and domination between the forces within 

 

26 University Vocational Awards Council 
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the field.  As discussed in Chapter 2, not all universities have chosen to engage with 

degree apprenticeships.  Bourdieu sees the relationship between the dominant classes 

and social reproduction created through the autonomy of those classes to determine 

what has the highest value within the positions of the field.   Universities that are dominant 

and hold a high position within the general hierarchy of the field can refract government 

threats of funding cuts if they do not engage.   Universities that are less dominant or may 

have lost more income through the reduction of part time students, may need to engage 

with degree apprenticeships to increase the diversity of financial income to the university.  

In that respect they are less able to refract external pressures.    

 

Bourdieu (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p.89) observes that “the position-takings 

(preferences, taste) closely corresponds to positions occupied in the field of production 

on the side of producers and in social space on the side of consumers.”. Therefore, the 

strategic behaviour within higher education could be described as a university struggling 

to increase their volume of capital, as well as ensuring it underpins the dominant 

measure of achievement within the field (Maton 2004, p.690).  For this to happen, 

capitals and institutional habitus are adopted to maintain the position within the field, 

supporting the interest of the institution and the individuals within it (Kupfer, 2011).    

 

In the current climate, the autonomous nature and ability of the field of higher education 

to refract any external forces away has been reduced in part by the national policy 

expectation of contribution to social mobility, global competitiveness and revenue 

generation (Naidoo, 2018:4).  In addition, the increased globalisation and massification 

of the higher education landscape has potentially changed the internal dominant forces 

within the field and within any organisation.  Graf’s (2009) analysis of higher education 

using the Varieties of Capitalism approach suggests that the national institutional 

environment has an impact on how the field, and individual universities, react to global 

challenges, which we can see played out in the ‘competition fetish in higher education’ 

as depicted by Naidoo (2016).       

 

As the expansion and diversification of higher education increases, the field’s autonomy 

decreases (Naidoo, 2004; Maton 2005).  In addition, the institutional control from 

government increases as higher education is used as a vehicle to meet the political aims 

of those in power (Bathmaker, 2015).   Kupfer (2011) noted how the field of higher 

education has become subject to policy drivers in relation to globalisation.  Such policy 
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drivers are the Research Excellence Framework, Teaching Excellence Framework and 

Access and Participation Agreements which now reference degree apprenticeships.     

 

How the institutional habitus is constructed and maintained together with their associated 

capitals provides a way of understanding how inequalities are reproduced through higher 

education.  With the massification of higher education, universities must fight to retain 

their positions within the field.  The struggle between the importance of the different 

capitals within the field, particularly economic and academic, has the potential to impact 

their engagement with widening participation as well as degree apprenticeships.   

 

4.9.2 The labour market field  

Bourdieu (2005) used his empirical study of the French housing market to consider the 

economic field and the structural power relations found within it (Leander 2001)27.  His 

analysis of the behaviour of firms offers a way of characterising the labour market field.   

In Bourdieusian terms, ‘It is the firms, defined by the volume and structure of the specific 

capital they possess, that determine the structure of the field that determines them.’ 

(Bourdieu, 2005a, p.193).  For the degree apprenticeship landscape, the symbolic capital 

of the firms engaging with degree apprenticeships will influence the role of the degree 

apprenticeship within the labour market.   

 

From a Varieties of Capitalism perspective, the way in which the associated capitals are 

co-ordinated, according to the national political economy, will impact the dominance 

within the field.  Bourdieu also highlighted that firms must be considered not only as a 

‘field of firms’ but a field in themselves, functioning as relatively autonomous units 

“… determined (or guided) in its ‘choices’ not only by its position in the structure 

of the field of production, but also by its internal structure which, as a product of 

all it’s early history, still orients its present.”  (2005a, p.69) 

 

Applying Bourdieu’s (2005a) analysis of the economic field to the labour market field 

allows us to consider it as one that is characterised by rules (Kupfer, 2011) akin to the 

 

27 Leander reviewed the French edition - Pierre Bourdieu, Les structures sociales de l'économie, Paris: 
Éditions du Seuil, 2000.  Unable to read the original text, I have read the translation published in 2005.   
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VoC literature view of the labour market.  These rules govern the conditions of work, the 

basis of hiring and firing, and specific rules of apprenticeships, including what constitutes 

an apprenticeship, delivery and pay.  Bourdieu insists that social and cultural factors are 

as equally strong determinants of the structure of the economic field as they are of the 

field of higher education.  In addition, he observes how the cultural and historical factors 

interact on supply and demand, in that they are interrelated and mutually constitutive 

(ibid).  For Bourdieu (2005a, p.201), strategies found in the economic field depend on  

“… the particular configuration of powers that confers structure of the field and 

which, defined by the degree of concentration, that is to say, the distribution of 

market share among a more or less large number of firms, varies between the 

two poles of perfect competition and monopoly.”   

 

The field is organised around the “main opposition between the… ‘first movers’ and the 

dominant firm usually takes the initiative on areas such as pricing and products in a 

manner that is favourable to them, thus participating in the game as well as perpetuating 

the rules of the game.  Any threats to their position will be countered by either increasing 

the overall demand or by defending its market share (position within the field).  We can 

expand this behaviour to consider the engagement of firms with degree apprenticeships.  

Are the ‘first movers’ (those engaging with degree apprenticeships) the dominant firms 

and if so, what is the impact on the field and changing rules of the game?   

 

When it comes to relationships with those outside of the field, Bourdieu sees the 

relationships with the State as the most important, suggesting that “competition among 

firms often takes the form of competition for power over state power” (2005a, p.204 italics 

authors own).  Using any advantages offered by the state (such as extra funding), firms 

will attempt to modify the rules of the game to their own advantages.  He sees the state 

as not only the regulator of rules and processes but also a major contributor to the 

competition between the firms, in terms of how much they can use that state power to 

retain their position within the field.  The decision of some firms choosing to use degree 

apprenticeships for senior employees can be seen as a way of retaining their power over 

the state power (making sure ‘employers are in charge’) and their position within the 

labour market field by retaining highly qualified members of staff.   
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Turning briefly to the firm as a field (Emirbayer & Johnson, 2008), the strategies of firms 

not only depend on the position they hold within the field.  They also depend on the 

‘make-up’ of the governance structure, power relations and dispositions of the key 

personnel acting under the field of power of the firm.  Such dispositions may be the 

educational and social capitals of managers or the institutional habitus of the firm, as 

seen with Naidoo’s (2004) examination of autonomy and power relations with universities 

as fields within the field of higher education.  

 

Varieties of Capitalism literature highlights how the different national economies lead to 

differing labour markets, serving employer and employee needs and behaviours  (Hall 

and Soskice 2001; Lauder et al., 2008; Goergen et al., 2012).  As previously discussed, 

the differing values and cultures found within the national economies can be considered 

to suggest how labour market opportunities and recruitment differ (Iverson and 

Stephens, 2008; Kupfer, 2011).  The Coordinated Market Economy recognition and 

demand for higher skills within the workforce suggests that vocational skills are culturally 

seen as valuable as academic skills, yet this is changing as discussed in sections 4.3.1 

and 4.5.  Estévez-Abe et al. (2001) suggest that because of the cultural value put on 

vocational education in CMEs, equal employment opportunities exist, regardless of a 

student’s preferred learning style and education route.  Österman (2018) counters this 

view suggesting that the early tracking (selection of vocational education pathways), 

found in CMEs, hinders equality of educational opportunity.   Yet, it is suggested that 

recruitment processes will follow the national cultures and values (Busemeyer and 

Jensen, 2012). However, changes to global labour markets threaten distinctive national 

labour market models (Lauder et al., 2017) and the impact of those recruitment 

processes.   

 

In England the demand for higher technical skills requires a step change in thinking and 

behaviours from governments, businesses, education and society alike.  National action 

can help and provide a competitive advantage (Brown et al., 2010) on the global stage, 

but only if part of a well thought out strategy that everyone accepts.  The introduction of 

the new apprenticeship system, the apprenticeship levy and degree apprenticeships, can 

be seen as part of that national action.   Yet the globalisation of education and skills has 

meant that companies can ‘cherry pick’ their employees from around the world (ibid.) 

meaning that the competition for the individual for a specific job is greater than ever 

before. Strong social, cultural, and economic capitals alongside qualifications are of even 

more importance in a global recruitment market, where companies require conformity 
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with a company’s identity as well as fulfilling their economic needs (Kupfer, 2011).  The 

degree apprenticeship is a way of developing the personal capitals to make the individual 

a higher credible candidate, but only if the degree apprenticeship is available and 

accessible.    

 

4.9.3 The political field 

The political field consists of central and local government departments, think tanks, non-

departmental public bodies (NDPB), politicians, bureaucrats, and employees working 

within them.  This is not to be confused with the field of power.  The political field sits 

within the field of power and has a huge influence on other fields, but that power will 

always be relative to the most powerful capitals within the field of power (Han, 2018).  

For Bourdieu (2005b), the political field functions in almost total autonomy, despite the 

appearance of being subject to pressure from its electorates; he sees the parties as 

concentrating on the competition for power within and between parties.  The logic of the 

political field is to construct the social world through the presentation of ideas that are 

grounded in objectivity through the inclusion of statistics and references, which is then 

positioned within the social world through adoption and adherence.  As Bourdieu 

comments, 

“…what starts as a speculative idea, becomes a ‘powerful idea,’ what we call in 

French an idee-force, through its capacity to mobilize people by leading them to 

adopt for themselves the principle of vision that is proposed.” (2005b, p.39).   

To win the struggle to impose that vision, the agents of the field need to accumulate 

enough symbolic power by being credible as well as possessing capitals of belief and 

authority. 

 

The autonomy of any field is a result of the dynamic conflict between the organisations 

within the field and external environments (Naidoo, 2004).  This varies between different 

time periods, fields, and states (Enders et al., 2013).  The changes in political parties, 

leaders and their visions can change the logic of the political field and, as a result, exert 

a greater influence over other fields and their autonomy.   

 

As suggested by Maton (2005), the ability of higher education to refract threats to their 

autonomy is decreasing.  Thomson and Holdsworth (2003) highlight how the continued 

pressure from the political field, together with the wider field of power, not only helps to 
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erode the autonomy of the field but leaves the field unstable.  A continual determination 

of successive governments has been to change the core function of universities from 

teaching, learning and research to offering a more direct contribution to Britain’s position 

in the global economic market (Jamieson & Naidoo, 2004; Naidoo & Williams, 2015).  

Additionally, the changing role of vocational education in the marketplace and the training 

and development of degree apprenticeships are examples of how logic has shifted within 

the political field.  The more the political field pushes an agenda for enhanced skills within 

the workforce, the more it emphasises the importance of the role that higher education 

plays to the contribution of the UKs global position, through imposing more control 

through regulations and measurements (Tomlinson et al., 2018).  

 

The marketisation of education, in that education is seen as a ‘return on investment’ 

transaction, has resulted in pressure to deliver value for money by any institution, 

organisation, faculty or course (Jamieson and Naidoo, 2004).  For degree 

apprenticeships, this pressure is exacerbated by having two ‘clients’ – the employer and 

the apprentice, while working to the ever changing regulations from IfATE.   

 

4.9.4 The field of power  

As discussed in section 4.7.1.2, Bourdieu uses the term ‘field of power’ as a metaphor 

for how fields conduct themselves and therefore is a key concept for understanding the 

structure of specific fields (Hilgers and Mangez, 2015).  In The State Nobility (1996, 

pp264-265) Bourdieu clarifies his two uses:  

“The field of power is a field of forces structurally determined by the state of the 

relations of power among forms of power, or different forms of capital. It is also, 

and inseparably, a field of power struggles among the holders of different forms 

of power, a gaming space in which those agents and institutions possessing 

enough specific capital (economic or cultural capital in particular) to be able to 

occupy the dominant positions within their respective fields confront each other 

using the strategies aimed at preserving or transforming these relations of 

power.” 

 

In his notes for the 1985-86 College de France lectures, he defines the field of power as: 

“the space of the positions from which power is exerted over capital in its different 

species.”  (Bourdieu, 2020, p34) as described by Schmitz et al. (2017, p69) “a field of 
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fields”.  Attention to this use of the field of power spotlights how the mechanisms within 

a field are not solely responsible for the behaviours within a field; the effects of the field’s 

relation with the social space need to be accounted for (Bourdieu, 1996, 1998a).   

 

The field of power can be considered as overarching multiple fields but with some fields 

having a greater representation within it than others. As a result the emphasis moves 

away from a hierarchical distribution of power to an inter-organisational one (Maclean, 

et al. (2017).  It functions as macro concept (Webb et al, 2002; Swartz, 2008) concerned 

with change or resistance to change, where the specific forms of capital in relation to 

each other are fought over (Schmitz et al. 2017), as seen in the tensions discussed 

throughout this thesis.  Webb et al. (2002) invite us to consider power as the mechanism 

with which the government uses to fulfil its responsibility to regulate and manage the 

community. Therefore, the government is not the field of power, it is one of the sites in 

which the power operates in the ways in which the individuals and institutions relate to 

one another as depicted within the political field described above. 

 

As previously highlighted, policy reforms to VET have been developed through 

consideration and admiration of those found in Co-ordinated Market Economies such as 

Germany.  Varieties of Capitalism’s firm-centred approach (Hall and Soskice, 2001) 

places the labour market field as the most prominent field within the field of power.  As 

depicted in Figure 19, within the degree apprenticeships landscape the labour market 

field has a greater representation in the field of power than the higher education field. 

This is due to their prominent role in the creation and recruitment process of degree 

apprenticeships.  In fact the ‘Employers in the driving seat’ would suggest they are most 

dominant and therefore have the greatest ability to influence decision making processes 

by which other fields act.  However, unlike Germany and other CMEs, within the 

development of VET the political field in England is more prominent as seen through the 

funding and general powers conferred to IFATE as opposed to those held by the 

employers.  The dominant agents within the field of power influence the logic of practice 

of different fields, which in turn can shift the logic of practice of different fields, thus 

causing greater tensions within fields.     

 

When an event such as the reforms to VET policy happens, the way that firms engage 

with training and apprenticeships, i.e. the logic of practice or ‘rules of the game’ of the 

labour market field changes.  In addition the reforms changed the logic of practice of the 
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field of higher education because of the types of universities engaging with degree 

apprenticeships as well as changes to the relationship between universities and 

employers, potentially disrupting the traditional hierarchy of the field.  It also impacted 

on the logic of practice of the political field in relation to the discourse surrounding the 

vocational and academic debate.    

 

The success of degree apprenticeships as a vehicle for widening participation can be 

seen to lie in the conduct of the fields, and the agents within them, associated with 

degree apprenticeships.  In the field of power, the exchange rate between different types 

of capital is key.  The perception of degree apprenticeship and their sustainability is 

influenced by the wider societal perspective of vocational, education and training.  This 

in turn is influenced by and influences the type of firm and higher education 

establishment that engages with degree apprenticeships, who becomes a degree 

apprentice and the discourse of the government and actions of IFATE.   As will be shown 

in Chapters 6-9, the struggles for dominance played out within the field of power impact 

potential success of the widening participation ambition of degree apprenticeships.   

 

4.9.5 Interrelations between the fields  

For Bourdieu (1990b), social fields are characterised by their logic of practice, and it is 

the dominant practices which define each field that characterise that logic (Hardy and 

Lingard, 2008).  As the dominant practices within the field change, so does the boundary 

of the field; these changes can be due to the influence of other fields between one 

another (Maton, 2005, Lingard and Rawolle 2004).  How these influences interplay 

between the different fields is considered in this thesis offers an insight into the degree 

apprenticeship landscape.  

 

Bourdieu wanted us to understand how social and economic factors are interrelated in 

both economics and education.  Yet different fields value their agents and institutions 

differently in social and economic terms.  Therefore, he sees fields as relatively 

autonomous and vary between national traditions yet are always related to social class 

(Kupfer, 2011). That may be the position of a university in the field of higher education 

or the position of a company in the labour market field.  However, Bourdieu (1993) also 

states that the position of the relative autonomy between fields can change over time.  

The continued policy drive to reinforce the link between education and the economic 
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success of an individual and the country (Naidoo, 2003, Lauder and Mayhew, 2020) can 

be seen as an example of Bourdieu’s findings.    

 

The fields, as depicted in fig 19 are not only positioned within the field of power, but also 

as part of national and global spaces.  The impact of globalisation on various aspects of 

education has been well documented (Brown & Lauder, 1996; Naidoo, 2000; Graf 2009; 

Brown et al., 2011).  Yet the impact of globalisation can be seen to be diverse according 

to geographical differences.  Nation states manage their ‘national interests’ depending 

on their ‘national capitals’ (Lingard et al., 2005), suggesting the need to contextualise 

any impact at local level (Han, 2019).  Hall and Soskice (2001, p.6), suggest the structure 

of different political economies is “a terrain populated by multiple actors, each of whom 

seek to advance his interests in a rational way in strategic interaction with others.” and 

the interrelation between firms depends on that political economy.  If we consider the 

national economy as the social space that the different fields ‘sit in’, we can consider the 

five spheres28 that underpin VoC scholarship as key aspects that impact capitals found 

in the social space.  Maton’s (2005) distinction between relational and positional 

autonomy of fields (determined by the capitals) suggests how the winning autonomy 

drives change or status quo in a particular field. This may help to explain the reproduction 

that impacts the individual who has been told that a degree apprenticeship is the way to 

get ahead regardless of any socially economic disadvantages they may have.  

 

Understanding the autonomous principles of who holds the seat of power is crucial to 

identifying the ways in which policy and practices are refracted and played out within and 

between fields (Emirbayer and Johnson, 2008).  The implementation of the degree 

apprenticeship policy can be considered in terms of creating contrasting modalities of 

autonomy within each field associated with it.  These then impact the ability for co-

ordination among firms, as seen in the VoC approach.  Employers are charged with 

developing apprenticeships within the workplace, based on social and education 

principles set by policy makers within the political field.  Yet their primary focus is to 

increase profit or provide a service, not to invest in training staff to higher educational 

level unless it directly helps the company, nor to consider the social mobility ambitions of 

policy makers.  Universities are charged with delivering the degree element, combining 

specific knowledge requirements included in the specification at the same time as 

 

28 The five spheres in which firms need to develop relationships with each other: industrial relations, 
vocational education and training, corporate governance, inter-firm relations and relations with employees.   
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retaining their academic integrity.  In addition there is an expectation that widening 

participation initiatives will include degree apprenticeships.  The internal struggles reduce 

the field’s autonomy and ability to refract the social, economic and political pressures 

from the political field via the DfE, the IfATE and the OfS.  Therefore, the struggle for 

autonomy continues. 

 

Hall and Soskice’s (2001) inter-firm relation analysis can be applied to higher education 

in the sense of inter-university relations as well as university-firm relations (Graf 2009).  

In a coordinated market economy, firms demand for qualified and work-ready graduates, 

together with specialised technological requirements, are also related to the institutional 

configuration of the labour market.  In contrast, the desire for a more flexible workforce 

seen in a liberal market economy means that a lower level of specialisation is required, 

favouring a more general level of education and skills that are portable across industries 

and firms (Culpepper, 2007, Hörisch et al. 2020).   The impact of how the State regulates 

the configuration of the higher education system shows that higher education does not 

work in an ‘institutional vacuum’ (Lourenço, 2019).  Alternatively, it works in relation to 

other systems and institutions within the community such as the political and labour 

market fields.  How well these relate to each other and have goals that are 

complementary to each other, will affect the longevity of the degree apprenticeship.   

 

For the impact on the individual degree apprentice, it is also necessary to understand 

how social and cultural concepts are considered between fields and the resultant 

inequalities in education and the labour market.   Busemeyer & Jensen (2012), and 

Österman (2018) highlight the impact of the political economy on the relationship 

between educational preferences, and social, cultural and educational backgrounds of 

individuals which can reproduce social inequalities.  Strathdee (2009) suggests that long 

established links between companies and universities in the form of research and 

development, as well as sponsorship, form established networks.  These networks can 

be seen to influence graduate recruitment (such as ‘milk round’ attendees), reinforcing 

inequalities through social capital networks.  However, as will be demonstrated later in 

this thesis, the degree apprenticeship has the potential to disturb some of those long-

established networks.   

 

It is not enough to examine the interrelations between the fields from a macro and meso 

perspective and how they impact the policy development and implementation.  The 
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position of the individual within the fields also needs to be considered.  If the fit between 

the expectations of the field and the habitus is complementary, a good relationship will 

follow (Burke et al., 2017), as Bourdieu suggested ‘a fish in water’ (Bourdieu, 1992, 

p.127).  A bad fit can lead to difficult and damaging consequences.  The degree 

apprentice must be that “fish in water”’ in two fields at least.  The institutional habitus 

within a particular university and or employer, and indeed how the two fields interact, 

may have an impact on whether that fit is possible.   

 

The degree apprenticeship offers a new route to graduate employment.  As discussed 

in section 4.5, and evidenced in Chapter 8, section 8.6 a graduate degree apprentice is 

considered as having an advantage in the labour market, over a traditional graduate, 

because of the combination of the degree and the business experience.  This has the 

potential to overcome the devaluation of the degree through the massification of higher 

education (section 4.5) which has led to the creation of the ‘opportunity trap’ (Brown, 

2003, 2013; Brown and Lauder, 2012).  Being able to deploy the knowledge, behaviours 

and skills learnt while obtaining the degree is key to accessing certain jobs (Burke et al., 

2017). Understanding and knowing how to navigate the labour market is seen as key 

and middle-class students demonstrate higher levels of understanding and strategies 

(Tomlinson, 2008; Wright et al., 2021), borne out by the evidence presented in Chapter 

2, section 2.6.3.   

 

Developing the ‘soft skills’ that are increasingly important for entry into graduate 

employment is one of those strategies.  Soft skills, or cultural capital in Bourdieusian 

terms, are seen as social class related barriers to work, with working class students 

concerned with their ability to develop those skills (Morrison, 2014).   Tomlinson (2008) 

found that extracurricular activities were used as a way of developing the soft skills 

required by employers and that most students that took up extracurricular activities were 

middle class students.  Using one’s social capital, in the form of personal networks are 

also seen as key to securing employment.  As the opportunities for developing those 

networks has increased through internships and work experience, the negative impact 

for those unable to access both extracurricular activities and internships has also 

increased (Bathmaker et al, 2013).  The ability to engage in such activities not only 

depends on the institution offering them but also the individual’s economic and social 

capital to take advantage of them.  



 

  
 

118 

However social inequality fostered by the education system and an individual’s position 

in society, continues through higher education and into the workplace (Burke, 2016).  

This is as relevant for graduate apprentices as it is for traditional graduates.  As 

discussed in Chapter 3 section 3.4.2 and 3.4.3 the labour market creates barriers as 

does a lack of social and cultural capital needed to enter and navigate it.  Bourdieu’s 

(2006) empirical research showed that graduate success in the labour market varied 

according to the individual’s capital inherited from their family rather than built up through 

their education.  As the graduate labour market changes, the importance of previous 

levels of social and cultural capital come to the fore to supplement the decline in value 

of educational capitals (Burke, 2016).  Bourdieu (1986a) suggests that as a result, 

graduates need to do more to secure their position in the labour market and enter the 

labour market because of their social and cultural qualifications rather than their 

educational qualifications.  It is hoped (as evidenced in Chapter 8, section 8.5) that the 

business acumen developed through the degree apprenticeship, will mitigate any impact 

of credential devaluation and mean that future employment is secured.  As such, if a 

disadvantaged young person has overcome the barriers to become a degree apprentice, 

then the social mobility aspiration will be achieved.  However, Bourdieu’s theories infer 

that the possession of capitals that middle classes deploy in the labour market may 

mitigate these and therefore impact any social mobility potential of the degree 

apprenticeship.   

 
4.10 Chapter summary  
This chapter highlights the theoretical underpinnings of my research; that of 

Bourdieusian concepts together with Varieties of Capitalism literature.  I presented a 

theoretical framework that incorporates the two theories within the interrelation between 

the three main fields engaged in degree apprenticeships – higher education, labour 

market and political.  The following chapter explains the methodology of the research.   
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Chapter	5:	Methodology	

This chapter explains the methodology of the research outlining the resources used, 

including semi-structured interviews, policy documents and my own practitioner 

experiences.  I begin by summarising my philosophical standpoint and outlining the 

research design.  I then discuss the sampling structure and methods used within my 

interviewing processes.  The chapter continues with reflections on ethical issues and my 

own position as a practitioner, ending with a description of the data analysis process. 

 

5.1  Philosophical Standpoint: Critical Realism 
Intuitively, across all aspects of my life, I have sought to answer the questions, “What is 

happening underneath the surface that helps or hinders any given situation and “Why 

different people behave in different ways given a certain set of circumstances?”  My own 

life experiences, as discussed in section 5.7, would suggest that I believe that, as 

individuals, we are makers of our own destiny.  Yet, I have always been aware that my 

own actions, and by extension, the actions of all humans, can be constrained or enabled 

by certain social structures present in society. While I was living in Germany, as an ‘army 

wife’ and studying for my BSc in Psychology, I was introduced to many circumstances 

where I was not in charge of my own destiny.  But through my studies, I found theories 

and explanations that helped to make sense of those experiences.  Consideration of 

those experiences through the lens of critical realism offered a path to understanding the 

relationship between my perception of events and actions associated with those events, 

together with the mechanisms that tried to keep any behaviour in line with that expected 

of an officer’s wife.  As Leca and Naccache (2006) put it, critical realism recognises the 

ontological status of both actors and structures and their permanent interaction.   

 

Situating my research in the critical realism paradigm allows me to search for causality 

to explain social events and suggest practical policy recommendations (Fletcher 2017).  

From a critical realist view, as Sayer (1992:104) suggests, “causality concerns not a 

relationship between discrete events (“cause and effect”), but the ‘causal powers’ or 

‘liabilities’ of objects or relations, or more generally their ways-of-acting or ‘mechanisms’.” 

Therefore, causal powers exist in the social relations and the structures that they form, 

not simply in the individuals or objects being examined.  For the degree apprenticeship 
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landscape, critical realism is a useful tool to determine the structures, mechanisms and 

causal powers that exist within the relationships associated with their conceptualisation 

and implementation.   

 

Developed as an alternative to positivism and constructivism by Bhaskar in the 1970s, 

critical realism searches beyond what is observed and looks at the structures together 

with the casual mechanisms, powers, relations, and views of social reality that account 

for those events (Rutzou 2016).   Critical realism’s ontological standpoint is that human 

knowledge only captures a small part of what is reality, as opposed to the positivist view 

that reality is what can be empirically known through scientific experiments or the 

constructionist perspective that reality is entirely constructed through human knowledge 

(Bhaskar 1979). Using Bhaskar’s ontological view that reality is stratified opens up the 

ability to research complex phenomena from multiple perspectives with a strong 

theoretical underpinning.  He suggests that experiences, events, and mechanisms are 

made up from three domains of reality which overlap: the empirical (observable), actual 

(may or may not be observed) and real (hard to observe or not observable) but consists 

of causal mechanisms that affect events at the empirical or actual domain) (Danermark 

et al., 2002).  Anderson (2020) provides a visual representation of the different domains 

and the relationship between them using the analogy of an iceberg.   

 

 
Figure 20 Critical Realism's Stratified Reality  

Source: Anderson (2000) 
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The empirical domain consists of events that are observed and experienced and 

understood through human interpretation. The experiences of the interviewees are 

collected at this level.  This could include, for example, how the recruitment process of 

degree apprenticeships is carried out or how policy has been practically interpreted to 

include apprenticeships for senior managers.  Data for sub-questions (1), (2) and (3) as 

depicted below is gathered in this domain through interviews and document examination.  

The interviewees’ experiences, however, need to be examined beyond what they said 

because they are a product of the other two domains of reality: the actual and the real 

domain.   

 

Within the actual domain, individuals perform actions, and events take place whether 

observed or understood.  This is where the intangible structures enable or constrain 

those actions, but in turn, it is those actions that create, reproduce, or transform 

structures. However, transformation can be difficult as the structures in place are often 

backed by systems of power that impede that transformation (Anderson, 2020).  

Therefore it is not enough to examine data at the empirical level at face value, it is 

necessary to consider the perceptions and interpretations at the actual level (Batlle, 

2017).  For example, a disadvantaged student at a school in a POLAR 429 

neighbourhood, may want to apply for a degree apprenticeship and does all that they 

can to achieve the grades to apply.  But family, peers and school staff may not support 

their application, either through the perception that it isn’t right for ‘someone like them’ 

or their own inability to assist.  Thus, the social reproduction structures in education 

continue.   

 

The real domain contains the intangible social structures which are not readily apparent. 

These explain how actions and events operate in the actual domain, which cause the 

events to happen, or are constrained from happening, in the empirical domain in the way 

that they do.  These causal mechanisms “exist only in virtue of the activities they govern 

and cannot be empirically identified independently of them” (Bhaskar, 1979:48). Different 

mechanisms or causal tendencies may contradict each other such as employer use of 

credentials as a proxy for trainability of an individual (Valiente et al. 2020) and the 

 

29 POLAR 4 is the participation of local areas classification which groups areas across the UK based on 
the proportion of young people who participate in higher education.   
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mechanisms seen in education that reproduce inequalities and reduce the changes of 

those from disadvantaged backgrounds accessing the required credentials.  

But structures do not exist in a vacuum, they simultaneously pre-exist and depend on 

human agency, social reality is what it is because of its human constitution (Rees, 2012). 

As Marx tells us:   

‘Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not 

make it under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing 

already, given and transmitted from the past’ (Marx, 1852) 

 

The mechanisms can be thought of as tendencies, a set of causal possibilities that may, 

or may not, be realised.  To understand the behaviours and relationships within the 

degree apprenticeship landscape and their subsequent potential impact for widening 

participation, it is necessary to establish the structural conditions that pre-exist and 

explain those practices.  For example, considering one aspect of the degree 

apprenticeship landscape through the CR lens: degree apprenticeships were created to 

address the perceived technical skills gap and increase productivity (empirical domain).  

They were also marketed as an alternative to higher education for school leavers, 

particularly the socio-economically disadvantaged, with the expectation that this would 

lead to increased social mobility (empirical domain). Businesses chose how to use the 

degree apprenticeship according to corporate agendas which, in certain situations, 

disadvantaged the school leaver (actual domain).  To explain why that happened, the 

search for causal mechanisms points to various structures in place, for example, the 

socio-economic institution that shapes attitudes, training, and skills formation (real 

domain). The following chapters will examine how the causal powers or mechanisms are 

hindering the potential of the degree apprenticeship to have a positive impact on 

widening participation.    

 

Having discussed my philosophical position, I now turn to my research design and 

expand further on my reasoning behind the use of the ontological position of critical 

realism within this research to add further depth to the theoretical framework explained 

in Chapter 4.    
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5.2 Research design and research questions 
The overarching aim of this thesis is to understand whether the current design and 

implementation of degree apprenticeships can facilitate the widening participation 

agenda in higher education. Sub-questions were developed through an abductive 

process which enabled me to move between the empirical observations and my 

theoretical framework as suggested by Tavory and Timmermans (2014).   Analysis of 

the wider literature associated with VET and education reforms, apprenticeship 

development and widening participation highlighted the disconnectedness between 

policy developments that affect degree apprenticeships.  As a result, I developed sub-

questions (1) and (2) to focus my data collection and analysis on the key disconnects – 

the concept, and the implementation and delivery of degree apprenticeship.   My desire 

to focus on the young school or college leaver as the lens to consider the degree 

apprenticeships’ potential for widening participation led to sub-question (3) and sub-

question (4) brings the sub-questions together to consider the policy implications of my 

research.   The diagram below gives a visual representation of the relationship between 

my research questions.   

 

Figure 21 Visual representation of the relationship bewteen research questions   

 

RQ: Can degree 
apprenticeships facilitate the 

widening participation 
agenda in higher education? 

SQ1: How does the 
conceptualisation of 

degree apprenticeships 
impact the widening 

participation agenda? 

SQ2: How does the 
implementation and 
delivery of degree 

apprenticeships impact the 
widening participation? 

agenda? 

SQ3: How do these factors 
help or hinder the young, 

disadvantaged school 
leaver? 

SQ4: What are the 
implications for policy and 

practice? 
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To answer these questions, I examine the empirical domain experiences and perceptions 

of the key stakeholders engaging with degree apprenticeships together with actual 

domain events and actions such as policy and policy implementation.  Searching for the 

causal mechanisms seen in the real domain, such institutional complementarities, doxa 

and habitus as discussed in Chapter 4, offers a route to explain how the pre-existing 

structures and mechanisms that reproduce inequality in education are being replicated 

by degree apprenticeships.   

 

Decoteau (2016) suggests that with a re-reading of Bourdieu we can see that he can be 

interpreted as a realist.  Decoteau states “social selves are always situated at the 

intersection of multiple and competing social locations (or field positions) and that the 

habitus itself is always layered.”  (ibid. p.303).  Furthermore, Potter (2000) argues that 

we can understand Bourdieu’s habitus if we consider it from an ontological stratification 

of reality perspective.  He suggests there is an entirely conscious process of rational 

calculation (empirical level).  Then there are predispositions of the agents which may or 

may not be consciously experienced (actual level) and finally there is the underlying logic 

of the field itself in which agents unconsciously function (real level).  Vincent and Pagan 

(2019) found their analysis of entrepreneurs to be enhanced when they situated 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice within a critical realist ontology.  Deconstructing the field 

using concepts from critical realism and reconstructing them with concepts from 

Bourdieu enriched their “understanding of the fields and agents’ relations and 

experiences within the field.”  From the perspective of the national political economy and 

its impact on the degree apprenticeship, engaging with critical realism allows me to 

explain how social relations and processes that condition certain institutional patterns 

influence organisational behaviour.  It will highlight how the institutional configurations, 

intra-firm political processes and internal power relations are inter-linked.   

 

Bourdieu & Wacquant remind us that in all structures are interrelated in such a way that 

they only make sense in relation to each other (Ignatow & Robinson, 2017).  Goerner 

(1999:138) illustrates how critical realism enables the researcher to capture the 

complexity of relationships by “keeping the tangle and looking at the patterns it produces” 

rather than “Untangling the weave.”  In other words, examining those interrelationships 

between fields and the habitus of agents through the levels of reality and recognising the 

patterns enables us to make sense of the “relational reality”. It is because of this and the 

scholarship of others who have combined Bourdieusian theory and Critical Realism, that 
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I decided blending VoC and Bourdieusian concepts from a critical realist ontology would 

offer a deeper understanding of the degree apprenticeship landscape and allow me to 

answer my research questions more effectively.   Insights will highlight which structures 

are impeding degree apprenticeships’ widening participation potential and whether there 

are any structures that could be reinforced and strengthened to challenge and break 

down the negative reproductive elements seen in education.   The generative 

mechanisms (connections) that are discovered may result in research that is 

generalisable (Batlle, 2017) although that is not a given.  Causal mechanisms identified 

are also likely to influence other parts of education or the labour market and therefore I 

will be able to make recommendations at macro and meso level.  Experiences and 

actions seen at the empirical and actual levels may also result in transferable research.  

These may then be used to make recommendations to other meso-level organisations 

and careers’ advisers working with individual students.  Having presented the overall 

methodology, I now address my data collection methods.   

 
5.3   Sampling Strategy and Data Collection  
To obtain as full a picture as possible, within the constraints of my PhD research, I 

decided to use three data sets: interviews; government texts and discourse; and my own 

practitioner experiences.  I had planned a straightforward sampling strategy that 

incorporated purposive sampling – a sample ‘fit for purpose’, selecting participants in a 

strategic way (Emmel, 2013) that related specifically to the questions I was asking.  For 

the interviews, this consisted of participants from five areas, each of which will be 

discussed in detail in the next section:  

i. those engaged with degree apprenticeship policy from government, associated 

agencies, and those with a strategic input such as membership bodies.   

ii. university representatives 

iii. employer representatives.  

iv. careers’ advisers. 

v. apprentices.  

 

In reality this was not so easy; snowballing and convenience sampling (Bryman, 2008) 

proved most beneficial throughout my field work. Participants were drawn from a range 

of sources: personal contacts, networking, snowballing and offers of help after a 

conference.  As a result, the majority were ‘warm’ participants who saw me as a trusted 

researcher (see section 4.6 for my positionality), who, as one participant suggested, 

might be able to “get some things sorted”. To ensure the snowballing and convenience 
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sampling remained purposeful, I regularly referred to my initial sampling framework when 

making decisions about pursuing interview leads.  None of the suggested contacts were 

fruitless. In fact, they often provided a different perspective even if they were from the 

same organisation; thus, adding to the richness of the data for analysis.  I attempted to 

maintain balance in the number of organisations interviewed with a cross section of roles 

within each.   

 

5.3.1 Interviews 

To elicit the views of those involved with degree apprenticeships, I conducted semi-

structured interviews resulting in rich, detailed answers. Kvale (2007) likened a semi-

structured interview to an everyday conversation with purpose, specific approach, and 

technique.  My experience in counselling and coaching afforded me the ease with which 

to carry out the interviews in this manner, allowing interviewees the space to discuss 

their perceptions and experiences.   A bank of open-ended questions was used flexibly, 

being omitted, adapted, or elaborated according to the demands of the individual context. 

In addition, I adopted a conversational stance promoting a two-way dialogue exploring 

key themes.  For some, giving participants the ‘space to be heard,’ meant the interview 

followed an almost unstructured approach but with gentle guidance of the conversation 

ensuring coverage of necessary areas for my research as well as uncovering some 

unexpected perspectives. An anonymised list of interviewees is found at Appendix A. 

 

I carried out 51 interviews involving 57 participants between July 2018 and February 

2020 These dates included preparations for Brexit and the 2019 announcement of the 

General Election both of which caused difficulty in accessing government 

representatives who were otherwise engaged. Of the 51 interviews, 48 were 1:1s and 

three were group interviews, one planned and two unplanned.  The planned group 

interview involved a senior manager and two apprentices.  The other two were 

opportunistic.  For one, I had arranged to interview one person, and when I arrived at the 

meeting, I was offered an additional interviewee to join the meeting. For this additional 

interviewee I explained my research and signed consent was elicited before proceeding 

with the interview. For the second, I was having an informal discussion about my 

research with some apprentices at a university open evening, who then offered 

themselves for an immediate interview. Again, their informed consent was obtained 

before proceeding with the interview.  
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Macro level interviews 

To gain a perspective at the macro level, I spoke to representatives from organisations 

involved with degree apprenticeship policy development and organisations representing 

those delivering degree apprenticeships. As such, this aspect of my research could be 

considered as ‘studying up’ or ‘researching the powerful’ (Walford, 2012).  Social 

scientists have stressed the difficulties of this type of research but the value that it adds 

to research makes it imperative to overcome those difficulties (Williams, 1989).   

 

It has been said that researching the powerful can be fraught with difficulties including 

ethical issues, interpretation of data, interviewing techniques and access. However, I do 

not agree with the view that power is necessarily associated with those who occupy 

formal offices of power or their organisation.  Organisations are not homogenous bodies 

that subscribe to a single ideology.  Therefore, any power within those organisations is 

exercised through conflicting tensions and interests that subsequently impact other 

organisations and individuals.   Through my own experiences and positionality (as 

described in section 4.6) I take an egalitarian approach to the researcher/researched 

relationship that does not favour one over the other.  As such, any ethical issues, data 

interpretation and interviews were carried out in the same way, regardless of who I was 

interviewing.  For this research, the only difficulty of engaging with ‘the powerful’ was 

accessibility due to external forces at play30.   However, as Ball (1994) highlights, many 

powerful interviewees, in this case politicians, are skilled at being interviewed and will 

have their own message that they wish to impart.  Ball found that relying on written 

material and interviewing those not in office produced more revealing and useful data 

with which to work.  To this end I chose engage with written material from Education 

Select Committees and relevant reports and White Papers to provide triangulation and 

add to my understanding of the landscape.   

 

As with all other participants, interviewees in this category were afforded confidentiality 

and anonymity (other than my own knowledge) as discussed in section 4.5. While this 

resulted in some insightful comments predicated with the words “this won’t be attributable 

to me”, it required careful consideration as to how to distinguish the participants in a 

 

30 I had promises of interviews with two MPs, however due to the timing of the General Election, Covid 19 
they did not happen.   
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meaningful way.  With a knowledge of their job role and level of intervention in policy 

decisions, I determined their position to be akin to different policy roles: 

• Policy Director:  CEO or equivalent with responsibility for strategic development 

of company or organisation 

• Head of Policy:  Senior Manager responsible for departmental policy 

development and policy liaison with outside agencies 

• Policy Lead: Middle Manager responsible for policy delivery 

• Policy Adviser:  Advises on policy with members and outside agencies  

For further differentiation they are allocated against their primary focus, higher education, 

technical education, social mobility, business.   

 

Meso level interviews 

I interviewed a range of personnel involved with policy and implementation from a variety 

of universities.  To differentiate between experiences at different types of university 

(while retaining their anonymity), I grouped the universities according to their average 

tariff score of their undergraduate students akin to DfE HE Provider Tariff Groupings 

methodology31.  To group them I used the average entry tariff32 table from The Complete 

University Guide (n.d.) as a guide.  I ranked the English universities from highest to 

lowest and then allocated them into high tariff medium tariff low tariff groupings with each 

forming roughly a third of the total number. To annotate where interviewees came from 

the same university, I allocated the university a number.  Generic role titles for each 

interviewee were used to distinguish between policy and operational roles.   

 

The employers interviewed offered a range of degree apprenticeships at Level 6 and 

Level 7. Nine out of ten were ‘early engagers’ of degree apprenticeships and had 

previous experience of apprenticeships at all levels and all were also levy payers33.  All 

 

31 https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/methodology/widening-participation-in-higher-
education-methodology 
32 UCAS Tariff points translate grades and qualifications into a numerical value.  The Complete University 
Guide convert each new undergraduate student’s exam results into a numerical score using the UCAS 
Tariff points and add them all together.  HESA then calculate an average for all students at the university 
and adjusted to take account of the subject mix at the university.  
33 Large employers with a payroll exceeding £3 million pay 0.5% of their total payroll into the Levy pot 
which they can then spend on apprenticeships.  The Levy Apprenticeship levy is explained in detail in 
Chapter 4. 
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the companies had current apprentices on the Digital and Technology Solutions 

Professional (DTS) degree apprenticeship as part of their suite of opportunities.   

 

Micro level interviews 

As a way of gaining insight into the experiences of school-aged students considering 

degree apprenticeships as part of their post 18 options, I chose to interview careers’ 

advisers.  They were able to give examples of student experiences as well as their own 

experiences pertaining to degree apprenticeships and institutional activities impacting 

CEIAG, which, as discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, affect the widening participation 

student.  All the careers’ advisers worked in the state sector with five careers’ advisers 

working in comprehensive schools and three in grammar schools34.  They were a mix of 

school employees and independent consultants, which has the potential for different 

perspectives due to different contractual engagement.   

 

Accessing apprentices proved to be quite difficult.  Several offers of apprentices came 

from employer and university participants who had been interviewed, but these were late 

in my interview cycle and ran into the early days of the Coronavirus pandemic so did not 

materialise. The two apprentices in the banking and finance sector were interviewed with 

their manager, but I felt this did not affect the discussion.  The four from the Consultancy 

sector, were opportunistic through an Open Day that I attended.  All apprentices were on 

the Digital and Technical Solutions (DTS) degree apprenticeship.  

 

5.3.2 Government documents as data 

Treating government documents relating to degree apprenticeships, skills development, 

and widening participation as data, offers a window with which to understand the 

meaning-making and communication of those engaged with the development of relevant 

policies (Bryman, 2008).   In this respect they provide verification of interview data 

together with the perspectives and biases of official positions and state responses to 

policy and practices.     Analysis followed the same process as interview data. They 

included official HM Government White Papers, Reports or Education Select Committee 

 

34 The grammar schools used the 11+ examination for entry at year 7.  All eight schools had entry into the 
sixth form from external schools and had different grade requirements to be able to enrol into the sixth 
form.   
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Hearings and speeches made by government ministers that covered degree 

apprenticeships, education, and social mobility.    

 

5.3.3 My own practitioner experiences  

My decision to apply for this PhD was largely due to my experiences as a careers’ adviser 

engaging with degree apprenticeships in their early evolution in 2016 and 2017.  I had 

completed my MA whilst employed as a careers’ adviser and I learnt the benefit of 

engaging with theory to ensure practice is appropriately guided, as Douglas (2004) 

suggests, failing to engage with theory results in a lack of respect.   I was seen as a 

wholly effective, credible, reflexive practitioner whose practice was based on a sound 

academic and research basis, together with an understanding of the situation ‘on the 

ground’.  I was able to engage effectively and authoritatively with parents, students and 

colleagues due to my triangulation between research, knowledge, and experience.  Now 

as a researcher I strive for my research to be heard with the same credibility, not only in 

the academic world, but by policy makers and practitioners alike.  

 

During my field work phase, I was invited to return to the careers’ sector, advising part 

time for the Wessex Inspiration Network (WIN)35, working with year 10-13 students from 

a low HE participation area with good potential and actual GCSE attainment levels.  In 

addition I was a Trustee for Multi Academy Trust with over 50% of students from low 

socio-economic backgrounds. These two roles gave me a ‘grassroots’ opportunity to 

observe how the degree apprenticeship developments impacted the students’ thoughts 

and actions surrounding post 18 education.  In addition, I was able to see how degree 

apprenticeship policy and implementation affected some students directly with respect 

of barriers to access.  As a result, my practitioner experiences bring an understanding of 

the landscape, terminology and nuances that may not be as easily recognised without 

that experience.  Just as theory informed my practice and gave me credibility as a 

Careers’ Adviser (and my subsequent roles as coach and counsellor), I believe my 

practitioner experience can inform my research which will add credibility within the 

degree apprenticeship landscape.   

 

 

35 WIN (Wessex Inspiration Network) is one of 29 regional partnerships within the Uni Connect 
Programme which aims to increase social mobility by raising awareness of Higher Education (HE) 
opportunities and progression pathways for young people. (WIN, 2021)  
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5.3.4 Accessing Interviewees 

I Intended my data to be multi-dimensional to capture the different perspectives within 

the degree apprenticeship landscape.  Constructing the sampling frame to capture those 

perspectives, I determined the most appropriate strategy for accessing those people 

selected.  For some, I had a professional relationship, some involved accessing my 

extended network and I used published lists of organisations and their personnel.  As 

already discussed, I utilised snowball sampling to complement this strategy.  

 

I wrote an introductory email requesting participation in my research.  The email covered: 

an explanation of my research; the reasons behind it; an outline of topics to be discussed; 

the time commitment and location; the purpose on the use and sharing of the findings.  I 

also assured the potential participant of confidentiality and anonymity, and requested 

permission to record the interview, with the interviewee having the option to refuse.  

Finally, I explained they would receive the full details and a consent form to sign prior to 

the interview.  When they had agreed to participate, they were sent the Information Sheet 

and Consent Form (Appendix B) with instructions on how to return it and a request to 

return before the interview.  The method of conducting the interview was jointly agreed, 

and thirty interviews were face-to-face with twenty by telephone. 

 
5.4  Ethical Considerations  
Following the ethical guidelines of the University of Bath, all participants were fully 

informed about the research project and consent to be included was given by all 

participants.  This consent was verbally re-confirmed at the start of every interview and 

a second confirmation that the participant was still happy for the interview to be recorded.  

Participants were reminded that they were welcome to stop the recording at any time, 

ask to see the transcript, withdraw from the interview and/or have their data removed 

from my research.  No interviews were stopped fully; two participants stopped the 

recording while they gave some background information and one requested sight of the 

transcript, which they accepted.   

 

Appropriate steps were taken to preserve anonymity and confidentiality of the 

participants due to the potentially political nature of the data, particularly between 

interviewees in the same organisation or prominent positions.  As a reflexive person, I 

evaluate my own actions, words, and behaviour in all that I do and remained sensitive to 

the trust afforded to me by my interviewees. Names of individuals and their associated 
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organisations were removed and where necessary, role titles have been amended, but 

still represent the role of the individual.  The pronoun ‘they’ has been used instead of ‘he’ 

or ‘she’.  Preserving anonymity when using snowballing sampling can be difficult.  To 

overcome this, once initial contact had been made through a third party, I made sole 

contact with the potential participant which gave the participant the opportunity to decline, 

without any obligation to me, or the contact, or comeback on relationship with the contact.   

 

5.5  Positionality and reflections as a practitioner and researcher  
As a researcher, I am a product of my experiences and the societal and cultural systems 

I grew up in and now live.  I am not value-neutral but work hard to retain a level of 

objectivity in all that I do; my training and experience in coaching and counselling 

affording me the ability to actively listen to all participants without judgement or prejudice 

and consider the situation at multiple levels and perspectives. This is reflected in my 

philosophical standpoint and theoretical framework, striving to determine the causal 

mechanisms in place that may hinder the potential for degree apprenticeships to assist 

with the widening participation agenda. I recognise that my own educational, personal 

and professional experiences impact on how I approached my research as well as 

heightening my desire to carry out the research. However, I have ensured that the design 

of my research offers evidence, independent of my own experiences and perceptions, to 

support my claims regarding the causal mechanisms at play within the degree 

apprenticeship landscape.   

 

As the youngest of four children in a working-class family with a twelve-year gap between 

me and my next sibling, I was afforded opportunities that my siblings were not.  Passing 

the 11+ to attend the local grammar school, which became a private school before I 

joined, I was funded through a direct grant and extended family financial support.  As I 

have described here, the potential lack of economic capital was in danger of limiting 

parity of opportunity for all educational pathways open to me.  As a child in a family with 

limited income, I was cognisant of the financial differences between myself and other 

students, and the opportunities they had which were not open to me.  

 

The educational expectation at my school, compared with the expectations placed on 

other friends at comprehensive schools, was that I would go on to higher education and 

therefore our whole school experience was based around that premise.  As the first in 

my family to take A-levels, I had a chance at post 18 study.  However, when it came to 
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determining my post 18 pathway, my idea and that of the school were very different in 

what was considered a ‘respected and valued path.’   For me it was a practical high-level 

skills-based course that led to a job.  My view at the time was that a course that led to a 

career had a greater value and purpose than studying a less vocational course although 

I respected other people’s decision follow that path.  However, this view was not 

countenanced by my school.  When I applied to the top catering college in the country 

for an HND in Hotel, Catering, and Institutional Management, I was informed that it was 

‘not the sort of thing that girls from our school did.’ This response was the same for my 

friend who wished to become a nurse.  For the school, there was no value in a skill based 

vocational course, as it did not command the respect or esteem that the academic 

degree held, particularly when advertising sixth form destinations.  I am happy to say 

that despite the lack of school support, but with full family backing, we followed our 

chosen paths and were successful in our first and subsequent careers and both 

embarked on doctoral level study as mature students.  My education, career and 

marriage to an army officer enabled me to be socially mobile, placing me firmly in the 

middle classes.  Nonetheless, I remain aware that I have the life I have because of the 

opportunities that I have been afforded and maximised them to my advantage, which 

others from my initial peer group have not.        

 

Years later as a Careers’ Adviser in a grammar school, I was seen as an advocate for 

students who wanted to ‘go against the grain’ when choosing their post 16 and 18 

options.  I was able to help their parents and often the school see that they needed to 

choose the path that was right for them, not necessarily one that was expected.  

Conversely, I also assisted socio-economically disadvantaged students persuade their 

parents that higher education was a good pathway for them when their parents felt it 

‘wasn’t what their family did’ or didn’t have the knowledge of how to navigate and ‘play’ 

the system.  This also happened when I worked as a WIN Careers’ Adviser as discussed 

earlier.  The introduction of degree apprenticeships did nothing to change these 

situations.  They confused students and parents even more.  As discussed in Chapter 7 

there was limited information available and, what was available, was often contradictory 

or vague.  The recruitment process was often designed around the graduate recruitment 

process, relying on multiple competency-based stages that were daunting for school 

leavers.  Students from all backgrounds could see the benefits and the opportunity they 

could offer; however, parents were either put off by the term “apprenticeship” or the fact 

that they were new and were not easily comparable with a degree or a job.       
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As a Trustee of a Multi Academy Trust situated in Quintile 1 of POLAR 4 and 

communities of high levels of deprivation, I experienced many frustrations with the 

education system that impact the socio-economically disadvantaged student.  This 

included navigating the government funding streams which seem skewed in favour of 

urban areas and difficulties in securing quality staff.  In addition, we strove to help 

students and their parents who either saw no value in attending school or had mental 

and physical difficulties which prevented them from doing so. This role provided insight 

into how changes of direction in government policy (such as the reduction of BTECs and 

introduction of T levels discussed in Chapter 2) can impact the individual student 

because of the actions a school may have to take.     

 

All these experiences have strengthened my understanding and disappointment with the 

way inequalities in society are reproduced through education and its underlying 

structures (as discussed in Chapters 2 and 3).  My own assumptions about what is right 

and good or bad is based on my own moral compass. Nevertheless, despite being 

passionate about my research and my desire to ‘put things right through research.’  I 

remained transparent and open-minded throughout the project.  Professional 

development during my counselling and coaching years has taught me how to respect a 

client’s space and own lived experiences in an objective, impartial and non-judgemental 

manner.  It is this, as a pre-cursor to all that I do, that has meant I have strived to 

represent the perceptions of participants as they offered them and to present the multiple 

perspectives in a balanced manner.   

 

5.6 Data Analysis  
Having developed the use of abductive reasoning through my coaching and counselling 

career, data analysis began with my first interview and continued with each one.  As 

explained by Tavory and Timmermans (2014), this allows observations to be considered 

in relation to other cases, checked against other observations enabling ideas and 

insights to be amended and new ones created.  Notes were made on these observations 

and considered once again when I analysed the whole data set.   I transcribed each 

interview by listening, reviewing, re-listening, and re-reviewing to the interviews, thereby 

immersing myself in the transcription, rather than just viewing it as a mechanical process 

of putting words on paper (Lapadat and Lindsay, 1999).  This meant that I was able to 

begin to identify key themes and note similarities and differences between participants’ 

accounts.   I was also able to derive meaning from the tone of the conversations as I was 

transcribing.  Originally, I intended to use NVivo® for the initial stages of analysis.  
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However, the time to learn a new system was frustrating and hampered my progress.  I 

therefore chose to code and analyse my data through a mixture of reading the transcripts 

and highlighting themes, and phrases, inputting them into Excel spreadsheets to assist 

with data management, and in addition used coloured mind maps to determine the key 

themes (see Appendix C for an example). In keeping with a critical realist standpoint, I 

used theoretical thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2013) to provide a rich 

description of the data, guided by my theoretical and analytical interests as presented in 

the literature review and theoretical framework chapters.  My goal for using this approach 

was to identify latent themes which “start to identify or examine the underlying ideas, 

assumptions and conceptualisations – and ideologies – that are theorised as shaping or 

informing the semantic content of the data” (Braun and Clarke, 2006:84).  To steer me 

through the process, I followed Braun and Clarke’s phases of analysis, which offers a 

systematic approach to unpack the black box of qualitative data.   

 

Having read and familiarised myself with the data (phase 1), I generated an initial list of 

the codes from the whole data set and combined them with codes generated from my 

literature review and theoretical framework (phase 2).  The data was then separated into 

five files containing the codes and corresponding text for each of the interview groups 

(institutional, universities, employers, careers’ advisers and apprentices).  Phase 3 

involved consideration of how the codes and corresponding texts could form broader 

themes.  To refine and review the themes (phase 4) I reviewed the themes within each 

interview group, ensuring a “coherent pattern was emerging’ and the themes ‘adequately 

captured the contours of the coded data.” (Braun and Clarke, 2006:91).  This was then 

repeated across the whole data set.  At this stage, I also reviewed the emerging themes 

against a scan of the government documents and my own practitioner observations for 

actual level of reality, which could expand and complement the empirical level of the 

participants’ perspectives of degree apprenticeships.  Phase 5 consisted of defining and 

naming the themes and determining the key quotes from the interviews, documents, and 

observations before moving onto producing the report as phase 6.  (See Appendix C for 

examples of data analysis)  

 

5.7 Chapter Summary 
This chapter outlined the methodology for my research. I have provided my rationale for 

using these methods together with a demonstration of the application of my philosophical 

standpoint to my theoretical framework.  I have addressed the benefits and implications 

of my practitioner experiences as well as my own lived experiences.  Despite my initial 
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concerns regarding access to potential interviewees, my data collection was a success, 

the snowballing effect giving rise to several interviewees whom I would not have known 

about.  The next three chapters address my findings, organised around sub questions 1, 

2 and 3.  Chapter 6 considers how the rationale for degree apprenticeship is complex, 

confusing, and often contradictory.  Chapter 7 examines tensions within and between 

organisations involved with the implementation of the degree apprenticeship as well as 

highlighting the successes of the degree apprenticeship.  Chapter 8 completes the 

results section, by exploring the accessibility of the degree apprenticeship for the socially 

and economically disadvantaged school leave.   
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6 Conceptualisation	of	degree	apprenticeships	

This chapter is the first of three results chapters which present the findings from 

interviews conducted with a variety of participants engaged with degree apprenticeships 

including those working in policy development, policy implementation, apprenticeship 

management and delivery. As discussed in Chapter 5, these are participants from 

government, associated government agencies, membership bodies, university 

representatives, employer representatives, careers’ advisors, and apprentices.  In 

addition, I use my own practitioner experiences and reported evidence from relevant 

government Select Committee Hearings.   

I conducted a multi-layered, multi-faceted analysis which enabled me to structure my 

findings around the three sub research questions:  

SQ1: How does the conceptualisation of degree apprenticeships impact the 
widening participation agenda? (Chapter 6) 

SQ2: How does the implementation and delivery of degree apprenticeships impact 
the widening participation agenda? (Chapter 7) 

SQ3: How do these factors help or hinder the young, disadvantaged school leaver? 
(Chapter 8) 

Synthesising the findings of these chapters, I use chapter 9 to address the overall aim of 

my thesis. To understand…    

RQ: Can degree apprenticeships facilitate the widening participation agenda in 
higher education? 

In keeping with the critical realist perspective36, within each analytical chapter I determine 

the causal mechanisms that explain the structures and behaviours surrounding the 

degree apprenticeships by outlining the findings captured through interviewees’ 

observations and reflections.   

 

6.1  Introduction 
As outlined in Chapter 2, the degree apprenticeship was devised by the coalition 

government as part of the skills agenda in 2013 (DBIS, 2013).  Whilst the apprenticeship 

 

36 As presented in Chapter 5, the empirical domain refers to observations, interpretations, and experiences 
of the real world.  The actual domain refers to the intangible structures that enable or constrain the actions 
seen at empirical level. The real domain refers to the intangible social structures not readily apparent and 
cannot be identified independently of the activities they govern.      
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is deemed to be employer-led (see Chapter 7), the processes and systems are 

developed and overseen by the Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education 

(IfATE) and the Education and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA).  Together with 

membership organisations such as the Confederation of British Industry (CBI), Tech 

Partnerships, University Vocational Awards Council (UVAC) and the media, this broad 

environment has a bearing on how the degree apprenticeship landscape is perceived 

and engaged with.   For many, the idea of degree apprenticeships is good, but the policy 

design and implementation are not allowing their potential to shine: 

“Degree apprenticeships are the pinnacle of what it means to get industry 

partners working with education partners together solving problems together and 

can really truly work in partnership as opposed to one side levying concern or 

criticism at the other so they are absolutely the best example of where real 

progress can be made in terms of collaboration. …  The national policy is at odds 

with the reality that we see.  … I think most people would say that degree 

apprenticeships are a great thing, with a terrible implementation policy.”   (Policy 

Lead, business focus)37 

 

This chapter begins with an examination of several aspects surrounding the skills policy 

to highlight its misalignment with our liberal market economy and its subsequent impact 

on the engagement with, and potential of, degree apprenticeships (section 6.2).   In 

section 6.3 I turn to three aspects of government discourse that are at odds with the 

evidence presented: that degree apprenticeships are for young people; that they will 

create parity of esteem between vocational and academic education and that the 

qualification will include a degree.  In section 6.4 evidence is presented to demonstrate 

how changes to the rules surrounding degree apprenticeships could have consequences 

for their growth, longevity, and resultant impact on widening participation.     

 

 

37 To retain confidentiality, macro level interviewees have been allocated titles as detailed in Chapter 5. 
- Policy Director: Head of Organisation responsible for strategy and policy direction  
- Head of Policy:  Senior Manager responsible for departmental policy development and policy liaison with 

outside agencies 
- Policy Lead:  Middle Manager responsible for policy delivery 
- Policy Adviser:  Advises on policy with members and outside agencies  
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6.2 The misalignment of the degree apprenticeship concept drawn from 
CME inspiration, and its realisation in an LME 

6.2.1 A misaligned skills policy 

The logic behind the creation of degree apprenticeships is that a highly trained, 

knowledge-based workforce is necessary for global economic competitiveness.  This 

perspective also underpins many widening participation policies designed to increase 

the number of under-represented students in higher education.  Combining higher level 

technical and vocational knowledge and skills with a degree while in full-time 

employment, the degree apprenticeship concept has been hailed as a credible way of 

widening participation in higher education and diversity within the workplace as 

discussed in previous chapters.  Nevertheless, conflicting views as to the role of the 

degree apprenticeship, changes to rules and processes, and financial pressures add to 

the complexity of engagement. This is often at the expense of the young, disadvantaged 

person who wishes to become a degree apprentice. As positioned in Chapters 2 and 4, 

changes to VET in England has largely been based on examination of successful VET 

systems in other countries.  The following sections demonstrate how the policy reforms 

in England fail to recognise the differences between our liberal market economy and 

those of the coordinated market economies the reforms are trying to emulate and the 

impact this has for the design of degree apprenticeships.    

 

6.2.2 Employers approach to training and development 

Many skills policy reforms are an attempt to redress the imbalance of lack of employer 

investment in training (Keep, 2020) (See Chapter 2, section 2.3.6).  However, the design 

of the policy and accessibility have meant that not all employers have changed their 

approach to training even if they are levy payers.  Concerns ranged from the hidden 

costs of the 20% ‘off-the-job’ training time to losing staff once trained.  Within a 

coordinated market economy, these are less likely to be issues because of the way in 

which firms perceive the benefit of apprenticeships and invest in them according to 

coordination agreements.   However, in our liberal market economy, our general 

education system is centred around preparation for a highly competitive, fluid labour 

market.  As seen by this statement from a university interviewee, old habits die hard and 

prevent investment in a reformed system.   

“Many businesses have looked into it and said I’m going to write it off as a tax 

because it’s too difficult to administer and the time and effort and loss of 
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productivity means it’s not worth it.  The 20%38 is often the biggest barrier and I 

think there’s still a really poor basic understanding around how you can 

intelligently use that 20% but there is a cultural mindset in the country around 

investing in professional qualifications and management practice.  We’re just 

reticent to allow people time away from the job to gain competencies.  Potentially 

there’s a huge issue around worry about training someone and them leaving.  

From our own internal programmes, we’ve had two members of staff who have 

left after they’ve got the qualification because we can’t match the salaries that 

they can get elsewhere.” (Apprenticeship Manager, Higher Tariff University 1) 

 

“Companies are far more interested in poaching staff (lv 3 upwards) rather than 

invest in the training, so other companies are not happy to invest and then they 

lose the staff.”    (Policy Director, business focus) 

 

6.2.3 The focus on national strategy at the expense of regional strategy  

The Industrial Strategy (BEIS, 2017) saw the reforms to technical education and the 

introduction of degree apprenticeships as part of the answer to the Grand Challenge of 

becoming world leaders in artificial intelligence.  It stressed the importance of a strong 

relationship between national and local businesses to address national and regional 

skills needs.   As such degree apprenticeship availability should be aligned to regional 

skills needs.  However there was a lack of direction from government regarding how 

Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) were expected to develop their strategies (Fai and 

Tomlinson, 2018).  LEPs decide on local economic priorities and drive economic growth 

through a partnership between local authorities and businesses.  As such, they could be 

a way of increasing coordination between businesses which could, in part, replicate 

some of that coordination seen in a CME.  With a suitable governance structure, direction 

and resources from central government, LEPs can potentially develop a more 

collaborative approach to delivering the national skills policy on a regional needs basis.  

However, LEPs have little regional scale authority (Bentley, 2018) and there is no formal 

partnership with education, unless by happenstance:    

 

 “Locally, we’re quite embedded in terms of economic growth and economic 

development.  We have the local LEP live in our business school with us. So, 

 

38  It is a statutory requirement for an apprenticeship to include off-job training that is equivalent to 20% of 
the working week.  It must be taken in working hours for the purpose of achieving the knowledge skills and 
behaviours of the apprenticeship.    
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they deal with all sorts of SME’s and growing business and so on.” (Head of 

Business Development, Lower Tariff University 1) 

 

However, more commonly there is a lack of connection between local and regional 

policy, or education with LEP strategy which, in part, has led to degree apprenticeships 

not being aligned to regional skills needs leading to regional cold spots where degree 

apprenticeships are not available:  

 

“The lack of regional strategy following the industrial strategy has caused 

problems.  They need to understand the landscape across the board.  When 

LEPs were set up they missed a trick.  If they had included Education, the 

employers would have had to work with the school / colleges and local 

governments would have had to join the process up LEEP39s should have been 

the answer.  Engineering Technology should have been part of the process, then 

we would have and a system that was tailored to local needs.” (Policy Director, 

business focus)   

 

The disparity between government rhetoric and reality still stands:  

 

“There have been several statements from government across the business 

secretary, across Treasury around Investment to address regional inequalities, 

you can see that apprenticeships play quite well into the aims of that agenda.  

And I've seen statements come out from the government that talk about the 

power of apprenticeships for young learners, but it doesn’t seem to be followed 

up with any action or direction”.  (Head of Policy, higher education focus) 

 

6.2.4 Degree apprenticeships and Small Medium Enterprises (SMEs)  

The availability of degree apprenticeships has also been affected by the way in which 

apprenticeships are funded which has a detrimental effect on SMEs.  Wolf’s (2015) 

outline for a National Apprenticeship Fund suggested that every employer would pay into 

the fund via a small levy, as seen in the CME of Austria, to subsidise employment of an 

apprentice.  As Culpepper (2001) suggests if enough companies engage with 

transferable skills, a high skills equilibrium will be sustained because of employer 

coordination.  However, the Apprenticeship Levy only requires companies with a payroll 

of over £3 million per annum to contribute (see Chapter 2).  This has meant that the 

 

39 LEEP – Local Enterprise and Education Partnership – as above but with education establishments 
included 
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businesses that make up most of English businesses do not pay into the levy and have 

had difficulty in accessing degree apprenticeships.  Without that take up from SMEs, 

there will not be enough companies engaging with degree apprenticeships to move 

towards a higher skills equilibrium as suggested possible by Culpepper (ibid.).  In the 

allocation process of levy funds in 2018 there was very limited funding allocation to 

deliver to degree apprenticeships to non-levy paying employers.  In addition the creation 

of the levy model came with the expectation that there would be an underspend from 

levy payers which would support non-levy paying employers, however, the underspend 

has not been as high as predicted (UVAC, 2020).  This has created degree 

apprenticeship cold spots where there has been no provision available.    

“I think unfortunately the overdraw in the budget makes me think is that 

apprenticeships are a victim of their own success.  The levy was set up in the way 

it would only work if there wasn't a lot of uptake and that's actually really sad to 

look back on policy to think it was only set up to work if it wasn't very popular.  I 

think that's what's happened that the demand has been so high that the current 

model is sustainable.” (Policy Lead, business focus)  

 

Furthermore the allocation of funding to universities, examined in further detail in Chapter 

7, has also created cold spots.   

“Most London universities didn’t get an allocation so there are cold spots where 

SMEs can’t access degree apprenticeships unless they get levy transfer.  So, I 

get enquiries from SMEs every week and I have to tell them unless they can 

secure a levy transfer, we can’t help them.  So, there are loads of unrealised 

potential opportunities.  Its mad that London is a cold spot for apprenticeships in 

general.  Part of it is SME funding, part of it is a lack of awareness still about the 

levy and a large part is that it’s so bureaucratic to administer, meetings, 

paperwork, unintelligible terms that are used for what at its core is work based 

learning.  It’s just grossly over complicated.”   

(Director of Skills and Employer Relations, Higher Tariff University 1) 

 

Expanding on the complexity of the levy process, other participants explained: 

 

“I’ve been out to see little businesses that we work with for other things, you know 

they’ve been part of our employer engagement, and they’ve said to use we’re just 

going to treat it as a tax, it’s all too difficult I can’t get my head around it.” (Head 

of Business Development, Lower Tariff University 1) 

 



 

 143 

“The majority of engineering firms are SMEs – the levy is too bureaucratic for 

SMEs.  Many are accepting it’s a tax and effectively writing it off.  Network Rail 

have found there is a 6-month lead time to getting anything sorted. Large 

engineering companies are converting their training to apprenticeships in order 

to spend their levy and as a result there are barriers to entry as they are moving 

towards the higher levels and therefore working with entry requirements that 

create the barrier.” (Policy Director, business focus) 
 

The lack of cohesive policy directives and an understanding of the “reality of the ground” has 

a great effect on SMEs engagement:  

“The national policy side of the degree apprenticeship is at odds with the reality 

that we see.  We sit in offices and ask what's the aim, is it the social mobility, is it 

diversity, what is it?  If you're an SME not engaging with a social mobility or 

diversity agenda, you're thinking is it worth me taking on Bob from down the road 

to do this piece of work, it will take me 5 years and I'll only have to pay x amount 

of money, they're not thinking about diversity or mobility, or productivity, or future 

skills.  They're just thinking I’ve got a gap now, is it a good way to take on an 

employee rather than a standard recruitment paying a wage and a 9:5 job.” 

(Policy Director, social mobility focus)  

 

The findings of section 6.2 reveal a significant disconnect between government 

ambitions, agency behaviour and a lack of understanding of the needs of employers and 

universities who wish to offer degree apprenticeships.  This is a result of borrowing ideas 

from VET in CME and attempting to apply them to the British LME based system without 

a deep recognition of the institutional differences that need to underpin the policy design. 

 

I now turn to the evidence regarding government discourse that many interviewees found 

contentious.  These are that they are primarily for young people; they will provide parity 

of esteem between academic and vocational education (see Chapter 2); and that they 

will include a degree qualification.  

 

6.3 Three pillars of government discourse that are at odds with the 
evidence 

6.3.1 Degree apprenticeships are for young people  

The ambition for degree apprenticeships to be part of the apprenticeship pathway for 

young people to be able to have sustained access to rewarding and quality careers, has 

been raised by government on several occasions (BEIS, 2015b, 2015c).  Specifically, 
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the Minister for State (Education), linked them to social mobility through offering ‘an 

opportunity to rise up out of that disadvantaged background and get a rewarding career.’ 

(Anne Milton, 2018)  

 

Government ambitions in the development of degree apprenticeships were that they: 

increase productivity through the development of high-level skills education and training, 

reduce negative perceptions of vocational training, and widen access to higher education 

and the professions.    The inclusion of a degree was also emphasised.  In addition, the 

speeches and documents contained references to degree apprenticeships being for 

young people (BEIS 2013, 2015a, b and c) highlighting the desire for “young people”40 

to see apprenticeships as a high quality and prestigious path to successful careers.  

 

In its design and envisaged implementation phase, the narrative was very much around 

degree apprenticeships providing an alternative route to a degree for ‘school leavers’ 

and to ‘strengthen the vocational pathway’ (BEIS 2015b) for existing apprentices. 

Marketing publications such as the ‘The Complete Guide to Higher and Apprenticeships 

(NAO, 2016, 2018, 2019), and careers websites such as Prospects (2021), getmyfirstjob 

(n.d.) and Careerpilot (n.d.) also make the link between degree apprenticeships and 

young school leavers as an alternative route to gain a degree.   

 

The government narrative surrounding the apprenticeship has consistently 

communicated that “employers were in the driving seat” (BIS 2015a, p.1).  The 

understanding of this statement for many, means that the employer should have total 

control over who should be employed as a degree apprentice. Yet, from the outset, 

various employers told government that they were unlikely to use the levy exclusively to 

recruit and train school leavers.  One interviewee reported discussions with the Skills 

Minister and employers at several nationwide Round Tables:   

“It's worth noting that when this was being set up very hurriedly in 2015 into 16 

by the then skills minister ... our members were saying you know we've done the 

sums internally and we're going to slant towards re badging of a lot of our training 

or putting older more existing workers on because that's where we can get some 

of the scale of the greater return and this is harder to offer those opportunities 

 

40 Italics – author’s emphasis. 
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entry level and the skills minister said that was fine.” (Head of Policy, business 

focus)  

And stated:  

“Several of our members see degree apprenticeships favourably in terms of 

developing existing staff or upskilling workers who have been in business 3, 4,5 

or 5+ years and taking them potentially towards middle management or 

managerial positions so those certainly seen as beneficial.”   (Head of Policy, 

business focus)  

 

This re-enforces the point that employers always saw degree apprenticeships as an 

opportunity for upskilling existing employees (Universities UK, 2016) and therefore filling 

their middle level skills gaps more quickly than by taking on a school leaver.  

 

Whilst speaking of her frustration regarding the accessibility for young people, a careers’ 

adviser could also see the situation from an employer’s point of view, despite that leading 

to limited availability for school leavers:    

‘There seems to be mixed messages as to who they are for, but employers know 

what they want, and should be allowed to use it for their current staff.  They know 

about the value of experience, voluntary work, part time jobs and why wouldn’t 

an employer, if they are investing all this money, want to see how that young 

person does first.  They either take them a very extensive assessment process 

or take them on, see how they do and then invest in them.” (Careers Adviser 4) 

 

The belief that the government is unable to influence who would be offered degree 

apprenticeships under the current design, was supported by this interviewee: 

“If it is employer led, employers will determine who can take the apprenticeships.  

If you want to determine who goes on the apprenticeships, government needs to 

fund it because then, when you fund, you can place constraints around the 

funding.  If you're going to make the employers pay for it, they're going to hire 

they who they damn well please and so they should.  
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I mean the whole management thing41 is a prime example.  Where you've got 

clear data coming out from CMI, that's actually backed up by CBI, about the major 

failure around productivity is around the lack of strong management and 

leadership - you know we've got these huge productivity gaps which we can put 

down to those lack of strong management and leadership - too many accidental 

managers and that's where our main gap is.  And as a business economy we 

need to up our game.  But now you've got the whole headline issue that 

companies are just using it to fluff up their execs.  So, you’ve got a real 

disconnect.  And I think to some degree we see that because you have different 

stakeholders with different interests, but we are constantly battling the kind of 

narrative that says apprenticeships are for a young person whereas they’re 

actually they’re actually for anyone.” (Head of Policy, higher education focus) 

 

In sum, the government narrative always emphasised that degree apprenticeships are 

for young people.  As a result, the school leaver saw a viable alternative path to an 

academically based degree open to them.  However, as shown in the empirical details 

of Chapter 2, this is not the case.  Clearly the perspectives of other stakeholders, 

especially that of employers does, and always has, differed.  This causes a range of 

tensions which will be discussed in Chapter 7.  

 

6.3.2 Degree Apprenticeships will provide parity of esteem 

The apprenticeship ‘brand’ has suffered from negative perceptions due to a chequered 

past of failed initiatives and lack of employer commitment to high quality provision (Keep, 

2020).  In addition, there is a “systemic binary division” between academic and vocational 

education (Keep and James Reilly, 2016).  These factors have had implications on how 

the degree apprenticeship is developed, presented, and perceived, particularly the 

ambition of offering parity of esteem with a traditional academic degree which will, in 

turn, widen participation to higher education and the professions.    Fighting against a 

cultural bias that vocational and technical education is only an option for ‘other people’s 

children’ (May 2018), the ambition of creating parity of esteem between various 

educational routes, as defined in section 2.2, has been a long-held desire in political 

policy (James Relly, 2021).  The lack of status in vocational education and training can 

 

41 This refers to the level 7 Senior Leaders degree apprenticeship that included an MBA within the 
apprenticeship and garnered many complaints about misuse of the levy 
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be traced back through the English class system with a systemic bias that academic 

ability is of more value than skills ability (Fisher and Simmons, 2012).   

 

Government narrative remains that the development of the knowledge economy is 

necessary for our global competitiveness, despite critical scholarship that contradicts 

that narrative (Brown and Lauder, 2012).  This narrative has also perpetuated the bias 

that academic education is the only viable route to a sustainable career.  Employers often 

afford more importance to academic education than to technical training yet have 

consistently complained about a lack of employability skills in young people and young 

graduates.  In addition, routine promotion of vocational education has highlighted it as a 

route for ‘practical learners’ or for those who, particularly at levels 2 and 3, did not achieve 

in school, rather than a genuine choice for all.  This discourse has continued to 

strengthen the academic and vocational divide as the view has permeated across all 

levels of vocational education.  

 

As Minister for Business and Enterprise, Matt Hancock (2014) delivered a speech 

designed to highlight the driving up of standards in vocational education stating: 

“We won’t rest until all our young people have the opportunity not just to get by, 

but to get on.  So, my priority is to tackle two challenges: to bridge the divide 

between academic and vocational education and to bring the worlds of education 

and work together.”   

But even his speech strengthens that divide.  By using the term ‘bridge’, he exacerbates 

the rhetoric that there is a divide with the implication that academic learning is just about 

education and vocational learning is about on-the-job training.  Additionally, the narrative 

surrounding the binary division between academic and vocational learning does not 

recognise the fact that many traditional degree courses are highly vocational (see 

Chapter 2).  This was highlighted by comments relating to strategies to overcome the 

negative perceptions surrounding apprenticeships:    

“Whenever I’m talking to anyone about apprenticeships, I use the analogy of 

Medicine to make them think.  It’s a practical degree, it’s definitely vocational in 

both senses of the word, they have to work in a hospital … so what’s the 

difference?” (Policy Adviser, technical education focus) 

 

“One of my biggest bug bears is the whole higher v technical, academic, v 

vocational.  You’ve got excellent world leading universities doing very vocational 
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degrees – medicine is one, but no one ever thinks about it when they’re talking 

about higher v vocational.  We seem to put labels on things rather than talk about 

what good really looks like.  For example, when we’re creating a medic, we’re 

really creating a degree apprentice graduate.” (Policy Lead, business focus)  

 

Stressing frustration at how the negative perception is perpetuated by the very 

organisations that should recognise value in both routes such as teaching unions and 

schools themselves, one interviewee stated:    

“What’s interesting is the fact that there is so much resistance towards calling 

teacher training an apprenticeship because they think it will stop people 

becoming teachers because of the negative perception of apprenticeships.  I 

mean when you look at what they do to become a teacher once they’ve got their 

degree, they go into a school, are monitored, measured, and develop their skills 

as a teacher – it’s vocational education through an apprenticeship.  If we could 

package that as an apprenticeship (albeit one that requires a degree first), 

everyone would understand that they have an academic and a vocational 

education that contributes to being a great teacher.  Then they would be able to 

give a more balanced view of the value of both roots and how they come together.  

Unless we do this and stick our heads above the parapet at grass roots level, 

nothing will ever change.”   (Policy Lead, technical education focus) 

 

Demonstrating how there is a need for a better balance within schools amongst pupils 

who are potentially influenced by the behaviour of staff as well as parents and peers, this 

interviewee stated: 

“You go into schools to run an outreach programme for girls interested in STEM 

and talk about the different routes.  The number of 14/15 year olds who say, ‘at 

our school apprenticeships are for the naughty kids’.  How has being in work 

(which is what an apprenticeship really is), become synonymous with being a 

difficult person.  A difficult person wouldn’t survive in work.” (Policy Lead, 

Business focus).   

 

This view resonated with some careers advisers who explained how, depending on the 

type of school and demographic of the students, they were encouraged or discouraged 

from speaking of apprenticeships at any level, with the argument that “that’s not what the 

parent’s want their children to hear.” (Careers Adviser 3) or the fact that they were only 
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‘allowed’ to speak to students in the bottom sets about apprenticeships.  Most 

interviewees felt that the degree apprenticeship adds ‘weight’ to the apprenticeship 

brand, offering a much-needed boost to the long held negative perception surrounding 

apprenticeships:   

“It’s (degree apprenticeships) a fantastic brand and it’s really lifted the whole 

brand of apprenticeships for parents, carers and young people.  In many areas 

it’s made people think differently.” (Director of Apprenticeships, Middle Tariff 

University 2)   

In contrast to this opinion, others questioned the desire to create parity of esteem, stating 

that by chasing parity of esteem because of the association of the degree, it was 

undermining the true value of vocational and technical education:  

“I actually think the focus on degree apprenticeship isn’t doing the students any 

favours.  It’s highlighting the so called academic / vocational divide by saying it’s 

bridging it.  It’s still perpetuating the myth that you have to have a degree to be 

valued.” (Careers Adviser 4)   

 

As part of their ambition for parity of esteem, the Government felt it was essential to have 

the Russel Group involved.  However, only six Russell Group and one other high tariff 

university42 have fully engaged with degree apprenticeships at level 6, despite many 

registering to do so. 

“There were a lot of dinner invitations to Russell Group VCs flying around to try 

and persuade them to get on board, yet they weren’t particularly interested or 

impressed by an invitation to 10 Downing Street.  They were very anxious in those 

early days to get buy in from The Russell Group, and it quite frankly they felt if it 

was only the post 92 and if it was just a widening participation initiative then it 

wouldn't get the status they were looking for.” (Policy Director, social mobility 

focus) 

 

“We were certainly brought to the party to create parity of esteem, so universities 

were introduced into the apprenticeship arena to give that quality badge to 

apprenticeships.” (Apprenticeship Manager, Higher Tariff University 1)  

 

 

42 See Appendix 1 for detailed analysis of university engagement 
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Other interviewees from middle and lower tariff universities offered an insightful view 

from their perspective, in that it was seen as a slightly cynical strategic move for the 

university to be involved:   

“From Vice Chancellor’s points of view, when they are interfacing with Whitehall 

and people in Government, if you’ve got an apprenticeship programme the doors 

open.  So up to a certain point, I think they are willing to run it at a bit of a loss, 

particularly if it means that you can tick off business engagement, widening 

participation all these things we’ve got to say.” (Operations Manager, Middle Tariff 

University 1) 

 

These views pinpoint disparities between university engagement depending on their 

position within the hierarchy of the field of higher education as discussed in Chapter 4.  

Universities that are potentially more concerned with their status on the global stage, 

such as the higher tariff universities, are less interested, or less reliant on diversifying 

their income stream or building their relationship with the government. For them, 

engaging with degree apprenticeships would be unhelpful and muddy the waters, as one 

interviewee put it.    

  

Whilst the ambition is for degree apprenticeships to have parity of esteem with traditional 

degrees and reduce the binary division between academic and vocational education is 

clear, despite the government’s best effort, this has not been realised.  Indeed some 

stakeholders question whether parity of esteem should even be an ambition as such 

narratives perversely reinforce the divide. 

 

6.3.3 Degrees awarded by recognised awarding organisations will be integral to 
the degree apprenticeship. 

The original announcements surrounding degree apprenticeships stressed the degree 

qualification was an integral part of the qualification and highlighted that they would give 

young people a headstart with the financial security of a regular wage alongside the 

degree qualification (BIS, 2015a).  The link between social mobility and the possession 

of a degree has been at the root of widening participation policy for many years (see 

Chapter 3).  Therefore for the degree apprenticeship to achieve the government ambition 

of having a positive impact on social mobility, the inclusion of the degree is essential.   

This aspect of degree apprenticeships was highlighted by this interviewee:  
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“We’ve made the argument for a long time that if you want degree 

apprenticeships to work for widening participation in particular, there is plenty of 

evidence to show that those types of students want a degree because of the 

portability and esteem of the degree.  …  But beyond that, the value of portability 

is huge.  The way the labour market is changing and the increased adaptability 

that we’re going to need, means the demand for lower skills will be waning and 

for higher skills will only increase.  That all signposts to the fact that the degree 

becomes the enabler in so many ways.” (Head of Policy, higher education focus)   

 

From an employer perspective the degree inclusion ensures they have a quality of 

candidate:  

“It's still important for them to get a degree and equally they want to get the work 

experience as well.  So, I think from a recruitment perspective right at the start of 

the process we need that type of candidate.” (Head of Apprenticeships, Employer 

7 - Digital)  

Their view stressed that the rigour of studying for the degree alongside full time work 

produced the type of employee that they wanted as part of their talent pool and employee 

investment in their future. This follows government discourse that degree 

apprenticeships can help build a high skills workforce. Additionally, the degree is seen 

by all as essential for career progression and potential social mobility as per the 

government’s ambition: 

“The IT director said everyone at a certain level had to have a degree.  So right 

at the start of degree apprenticeships our very clever HR director persuaded the 

board that we could do with sixty graduates straight from university but also 

develop forty degree apprentices.  The bottom line is that the market still 

determines that degree educated is essential, so it gives them that opportunity, 

not just in UK PLC but also globally” (Chief Operations Officer, Employer 4 – 

Banking & Finance) 

 

However since the initial concept of the degree apprenticeship, rules regarding the 

inclusion of a degree in degree apprenticeships have been changed, which for all 

interviewees was a highly contentious issue.   The changes designed to be in line with 

lower level apprenticeship regulations (see Chapter 2), show a lack of logic behind the 

decision resulting in a detrimental impact on general engagement with degree 

apprenticeships and the specific impact on widening participation.   
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In 2018, IfATE faced criticism for the slow role out of degree apprenticeships.  As a 

response the ‘Faster & Better’ programme was created which included the decision that 

degree apprenticeships would now be subjected to the same rules as lower 

apprenticeships in that those external qualifications could only be included in a standard 

if the mandated qualification criteria were met.  This means that if a degree was seen as 

necessary by the Trailblazer group43, it had to fall within the strict criteria for a mandated 

qualification as set by IfATE:  

• a regulatory requirement in the occupational area of the standard  

• required for professional registration; or  

• required for a ‘hard sift’ i.e., it is a ‘must-have’ in the labour market such that an 

apprentice would be at a disadvantage without when applying for jobs.    

• As part of their announcement, IfATE stated:  

“The apprenticeship itself serves as the qualification that accredits occupational 

competence, as measured by a robust, independent end-point assessment.” (IfATE, 

2018)   

Several university interviewees felt that this implied that the slow roll out was being 

unfairly attributed to them, through these changes, rather than aspects of policy design 

or processes carried out by IfATE.    

 

As seen in the IfATE’s statement, the overriding ambition of the Institute for 

Apprenticeships and Technical Education is that apprenticeships will be internationally 

recognised as a standalone recognition of excellence without a need for a degree unless 

it is covered by the mandated qualification criteria.  In other words, an apprenticeship 

standard assumes that the apprenticeship is the qualification because the move from 

frameworks to standards will ensure they are a quality product.   

As one membership organisation interviewee commented, this seems to be unrealistic:    

“The one thing that we do know is that the IfATE want to, are trying to get parity 

of apprenticeships at level 6 and 7 and degrees and there’s no doubting the fact 

that maybe, down the line in a few years it will be fine, but it’s too soon at this 

moment in time, in our opinion.  A couple of my colleagues went to Germany and 

Switzerland about 5 years ago, where they do have apprenticeships and they’ve 

 

43 Group of employers, professional bodies designing the apprenticeship standards 
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had them for a long time and both countries started their programmes very soon 

after the second world war and depending on who you speak to, they will tell you 

there is parity.  Some people will still say there is not parity between an 

apprenticeship and a degree, others will say there is.  We’re talking 70 years on, 

and they are still not of a single mind as to the parity between the two 

programmes.” (Policy Adviser, technical education focus)  

 

The CEO of UVAC also expressed their concern at the possible exclusion of the degree 

element: 

‘Ask a degree apprentice why they decided to pursue such a programme and the 

ability to obtain a degree is one of the key reasons.   …. A Degree Apprenticeship 

should be a winning combination – the skills of today and through the degree the 

ability and adaptability to gain the skills of tomorrow.  Employers, trailblazers, and 

individuals get it, but does the Institute for Apprenticeships?  (Anderson, 2018)   

 

However, as another interviewee reported, they felt it unfair to lay all the blame at the 

door of the IfATE:     

 “I will say it’s not their fault it’s down the DfE, but there is now a conscious effort 

to remove degrees from apprenticeships…  And what we’re finding is that when 

we speak to MPs, they wax lyrical about degree apprenticeships and don’t know 

that this is going on. So, they find it bemusing that people are trying to take away 

the degree and they say, ‘Why? they are degree apprenticeships?’.  I think the 

criteria which is used by IfATE, was first laid down by the DfE, just seemed to me 

to be pointless.  (Policy Adviser, technical education focus) 

 

Recent changes to the level 7 Senior Leader degree apprenticeship which has resulted 

in the removal of the mandated MBA, have been seen as a political decision which was 

thrust upon IfATE (UVAC, 2020).  Other interviewees commented on the influence of the 

views and experiences of individuals in particularly influential roles, such as MPs and 

IfATE senior executives, and their power to determine the direction of travel relating to 

the importance of the degree.  Interviewees intimated that if the person in an influential 

role possessed a degree, they were pro degree inclusion but if they did not, they voiced 

a preference for degree inclusion only if mandated.    
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In sum, the government’s conceptualisation of the degree apprenticeships held faith in 

the value of the degree element and its ability to reduce the negative perception of 

apprenticeships and provide a route to social mobility; it was conceived as integral to the 

qualification.  Yet, its value has been questioned by the ‘employer-led’ IfATE.  They have 

made changes that would ultimately see the removal of the degree element in favour of 

the level 6 & 7 apprenticeships being seen as degree-equivalent qualifications in their 

own right.  These IfATE changes have frustrated the very employers they are supposedly 

led-by who do not appear to have been consulted and who do not agree with the 

changes.  Indeed, some stakeholders have questioned who demanded the rule changes 

as the logic behind the decision is questionable.   

I now demonstrate the consequences of the IfATE rule changes that would remove the 

degree element, and their potential implications for the growth and longevity of the 

degree apprenticeship qualification alongside its resultant impact on widening 

participation.     

 

6.4.  The potential consequences and implications of removing the degree 
from degree apprenticeships  
The removal of the degree from degree apprenticeships has consequences for 

individuals, universities and employers alike as well as hamper the government ambition 

for parity of esteem as well as a route to social mobility.  At the time of my field work, a 

review of several apprenticeship standards was being carried out.  Two of these were 

the most popular level 6 degree apprenticeships - the Chartered Manager and the Digital 

and Technical Solutions.  Interviewees felt the reviews would lead to the removal of the 

degree from the programme as explained by this comment: 

“The crux of the matter is whether the Institute for Apprenticeships let us [keep 

the degree] - because the digital one has been reviewed and they’ve told us we’ve 

got to justify the degree element as part of the submission.  I think IfATE have 

got an agenda of their own ... What they don't understand is a level 6 is not 

equivalent to a degree and if you went to the States, they wouldn't know what you 

were talking about and that's not going to change overnight so you'll 

disadvantaging young people in that case by making them take an accreditation 

that's not worth anything.” (Apprenticeship Programme Manager, Employer 8 – 

Digital) 

 

The following discussion between a set of apprentices at varying stages of their degree 

apprenticeship with Employer 10 (Consultancy sector) expresses their incredulity at the 
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situation.  It demonstrates that for the apprentices, the degree was not only essential to 

their career progression, or future studies in the case of another apprentice, but also 

mitigated some negative perceptions of apprenticeships.    

Apprentice 1 “What’s the point – so I’d do the same amount of work but wouldn’t 

get the degree – that’s mad, who will know what it means?  I mean not only 

outside UK but here too.  You have to explain what you’re doing to so many 

people anyway.”  

Apprentice 2 “I wouldn’t have considered it at all. For me, it’s about getting the 

qualification and the experience at the same time”  

Apprentice 3 “I can’t see the point – would the universities still be involved?”  

Apprentice 1 “Nope, you’d end up with some organisation like BPP, or Pearson, 

just anyone who does lower-level apprentices saying they can deliver the top 

ones.”  

Apprentice 4 “No way would I have done one.  I wouldn’t have applied. There’s 

enough stigma around doing an apprenticeship – even a degree apprenticeship 

- you’d just increase that stigma and confusion.  I mean …”   

Apprentice 2 “I don’t even say I’m doing an apprenticeship when anyone asks 

me.”  

Apprentice 3 “Yeah - I just say I’m doing a degree through my company” 

Apprentice 1 “There’s even confusion over the name – I mean what does DTS 

actually mean – it’s a computer science degree with another badge.  Crazy.  I just 

say I’m doing a computer science degree.” 

Apprentice 4 “The stigma is a huge issue with the word apprenticeship anyway.  

Everyone just thinks they’re for low achieving students.  If you took the degree 

out, it would just increase that.  Would employers actually understand what you’ve 

got?”  

Apprentice 2 “Oh God, tell me about the stigma.  People at work sort of look down 

their noses at us when we first arrived.  That was until they realised, we weren’t 

paying a loan, are getting paid, getting the degree and the experience.  Actually, 

now they’re a bit pissed off that they weren’t around for them.”  

 

The apprentices were clear in their belief that the degree combined with full-time 

employment gave them an edge over graduate colleagues which was backed up by the 
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views of several employers.     The potential removal of the degree also raised concerns 

in relation to the quality of delivery and future university engagement.  

“If you take the degree out, it means the market is open and IfATE ‘we’re very 

keen on the commercialisation of apprenticeships’, will say others will do it at this 

reduced price because they’re cheaper than a university and that will damage the 

brand.” (Chief Operations Officer, Employer 4 – Finance) 

 

“There’s a great fear that if you take the degree out, all that currency of trust will 

disappear, and we’ll have a situation like we did with the diploma a number of 

years ago.  We’ll be in the ludicrous position where people will be doing for a job 

and recruiters will be saying ‘is it a 2015 degree apprentice, or a 2017 degree 

level apprenticeship or a 2020 whatever the new name is!’  It just won’t be 

accepted by parents in the main apart from anything else.”  (Director of 

Apprenticeships, Middle Tariff University 2)  

 

Summing up the consternation regarding the removal of the degree, and the subsequent 

role for a university this interviewee also highlighted a need for a societal shift in thinking:  

“It’s clear that the IfATE want to remove the degree, because the standards are 

about a job, but we’re not a training organisation.  I think the long-term aim is to 

unpick the link between degree being the passport to a good job in this country 

but that’s going to be a long way off.”  (Apprenticeship Manager, Higher Tariff 

University 1) 

 

Reforms to vocational and technical education were, in part, introduced to supposedly 

simplify a landscape that was cumbersome, confusing and difficult to navigate for 

individuals and employers alike.  However, the three different degree apprenticeship 

models which now exist (integrated, non-integrated degree, non-degree)44 means that 

the technical education pathways are not transparent or easy to navigate for someone 

trying to make informed choices.  In addition, it raises questions of portability and 

 

44 As detailed in Chapter 2, section 2.5, integrated degree apprenticeships are co-designed specifically to 
meet an apprenticeship standard and have the End Point Assessment embedded as part of the degree,. 
Non-integrated degree apprenticeships uses an existing degree to meet the academic knowledge 
requirement and has a separate End Point assessment that tests the occupational duties, knowledge, 
skills and behaviours separate to the degree assessment.  
Non- degree level 6 and level 7 higher apprenticeships are designed specifically to meet an apprenticeship 
standard but do not include a degree qualification but may include a professional qualification equivalent to 
a degree.    
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transferability depending on which of the three routes is taken.  The strength of feeling 

demonstrated regarding concerns over the consequences of the removal of the degree 

shows how important the degree is to most stakeholders.  If the degree element is only 

to be allowed in certain circumstances, the continued engagement by potential 

applicants, current apprentices and universities will be questionable, hampering any 

potential for degree apprenticeships to facilitate widening participation.  

 
6.6  Chapter Summary  
This chapter has reported on how aspects of the skills policy that has been conceived, 

are at odds with our liberal market economy, and the impact on the potential growth of 

degree apprenticeships.  I have analysed views regarding three aspects that have been 

at the forefront of government rhetoric which are at odds with the evidence presented:  

degree apprenticeships being for young people; that they will provide parity of esteem 

between academic and vocational education and the qualification will include a degree.  

These will also be considered in Chapter 7 in relation to implementation and delivery of 

degree apprenticeships.    I have ended the chapter with an examination of the 

consequences of the potential removal of the degree and the apparent lack of 

understanding by IfATE of the role of degree in the labour market.   

 

In the next chapter I examine the implementation and delivery of degree apprenticeships 

from the perspective of universities and employers, examining some of the conflicting 

views regarding the purpose of degree apprenticeships which impacts on their potential 

for widening participation.   
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Chapter	7:	Implementation	and	delivery	of	degree	apprenticeships	

 
In the previous chapter, I considered evidence in response to the first sub-research 

question: How does the conceptualisation of degree apprenticeships impact the widening 

participation agenda?  I demonstrated the misalignment of the skills policy and our liberal 

market economy which affects the potential of degree apprenticeships.  In addition I 

highlighted aspects of government discourse that are at odds with the evidence 

presented and finally considered how changes to rules surrounding degree 

apprenticeships could have consequences for their longevity and resultant impact on 

widening participation.   

 

This chapter considers evidence relating to the second sub research question: How does 

the implementation and delivery of degree apprenticeships impact the widening 

participation agenda?  It begins with an examination of the diversity of opinion from 

employers (section 7.1) and universities (section 7.2) as to the role of degree 

apprenticeships and what type of employee or student they should be aimed at.  In 

section 7.3 I highlight aspects of the funding model that affect continued engagement 

from universities.  Section 7.4 turns to evidence that demonstrates how the power and 

tensions within and between key stakeholders could again have consequences for the 

growth, longevity and resultant impact on widening participation.    

 

7.1 Employers approach to degree apprenticeships 
The skills policy reform discourse puts “employers in the driving seat” so that they are 

encouraged to increase their investment in training (Chapter 2, section 2.3.6, Chapter 6, 

6.2.2). However, the design of the policy has meant that employers have differing 

approaches to engaging with degree apprenticeships.  These range from using them to 

develop a new talent pipeline, upskilling or retraining their current workforce, retention or 

rebadging previous training courses to fit with apprenticeship criteria. The different roles 

of degree apprenticeships impacts their availability for the young school or college leaver. 

Traditionally, apprenticeships have been associated with 16-18 year olds starting out in 

employment. However, since 2008, apprenticeships have been available to people over 

25 years old, resulting in many existing employees being converted to apprentices for 

retraining purposes (Wolf, 2011, 2015; Richard, 2012).  As discussed in Chapter 2 

(section 2.3.4) and in this section, the introduction of the Apprenticeship Levy has done 

nothing to reduce the number of current employees being converted to apprentices.    
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One key reason cited for the development of the degree apprenticeship was the need to 

help mitigate the current and projected, technical and management skills shortages.  

CBI/Pearson (2018) reported that more than 79% of businesses expected to grow their 

number of higher-skilled employees, with 73% who anticipated a greater need for more 

people with leadership and management skills.  As detailed in Chapter 2 (section 2.6.1), 

this is borne out by the number of level 6 and 7 apprentices in Business, Administration, 

Finance and Law, in relation to other occupational routes, such as Engineering that have 

had more apprenticeship standards developed but less apprentices in jobs.  With the 

introduction of the levy employers are turning to degree apprenticeships to upskill their 

existing staff in response to this need (CBI/Pearson 2019a).  Perpetuating the doxa that 

a degree is a necessary commodity for career progression, CBI/Pearson (2018) found:  

“An overwhelming majority of businesses (79%) regard a 2:1 undergraduate 

degree (or above) as a good measure of academic ability, despite increasing 

numbers of 2:1 and above classifications being awarded.”   

As Deer (2008) reminds us, when a particular set of perceptions is left unquestioned, 

doxic beliefs strengthen: in this case the unwritten rules that reinforce the labour market 

misrecognition between a degree and a measure of ability.  However, it must be 

recognised that, currently, this is the perception of much of the labour market, and 

therefore the inclusion of a degree as an internationally recognised, transferable 

qualification, is an essential inclusion in many level 6 apprenticeships.   

 

Despite the link between degree apprenticeship development and higher-level skills 

shortages, much of the publicity and rhetoric surrounding degree apprenticeships does 

not focus on upskilling current employees.  Publicity focuses on them as an alternative 

route to a degree without debt for young people, fostering the perception that a degree is 

essential for career progression. This reinforces the preference for general education 

favoured by liberal market economies as discussed in Chapter 4.   However, as 

pinpointed in Chapter 2, employers do not only use degree apprenticeships for new 

employees and young school or college leavers.  In the next two sections, I consider 

employer views as to why their companies offer degree apprenticeships and who they 

are targeting for recruitment.   
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7.1.1 Why do employers offer degree apprenticeships?  

The government ambition for degree apprenticeships to fill a skills gap and provide social 

mobility for young people has been well documented.  The Associate of Graduate 

Recruiters report (2017) into degree apprenticeships from an employer’s perspective, 

found that 72% of employers were either very or somewhat clear that degree 

apprenticeships would be part of addressing their skills gaps.  The report also showed 

that 77% agreed that their apprenticeship strategy and social mobility strategy were 

linked, however this was their apprenticeship strategy in general, not just their degree 

apprenticeships engagement.  Evidence showed that how degree apprenticeships were 

used depended upon company needs, company strategy, or the finance director who 

controlled the budget.   

 

For several interviewees apprenticeships should be offered to ‘returners to work’ or young 

socially disadvantaged school and college leavers as a potential for helping with an 

individual’s social mobility potential.   The drive for social mobility was often reported as 

stemming from one person’s desire to make a difference, which clearly required that 

person to have enough power to ensure they were used in that way:  

“Our CEO was driven by the cost of degrees becoming more and more expensive 

and also from the fact of how much it offered and giving someone the opportunity 

to train and learn at the same time, more practical… and gave us a better mix of 

people willing to apply.”  (Senior Manager, Employer 5, Finance) 

 

“I was very keen to take people where they were the first-generation people to go 

to a university and we did this with apprenticeships as a whole with that social 

mobility drive to change lives.” (Chief Operations Officer, Employer 4, Finance) 

 

“We absolutely see it as part of our social responsibility and desire to make [our 

sector] more diverse.  We’ve got some really good people on board already that 

would never have come to us through the traditional route.” (Apprenticeship 

Programme Manager, Employer 2, Public Sector) 

Given their ability to influence the direction of degree apprenticeship engagement, the 

people who felt that social mobility was a key reason for engagement had sufficient 

volumes of capital to influence the decisions and occupied dominant positions within the 

company.  In addition, there was a fit between their views and the company vision and 



 

 161 

doxa for their plans to be followed.  One interviewee, new in post, did not feel that they 

had the power yet to use degree apprenticeships as they wanted to:  

“Having said I’m looking at it for retention, I also feel that sector wide we need to 

radically transform our approach to recruitment...  there are heaps of people, who 

for one reason or another have taken a break from the workplace but have those 

skills to be a data scientist or to be an enterprise architect, they may have had 

children or taken a sabbatical.  The degree apprenticeships could be a great way 

back into the workplace for them and a way we can diversify our workforce which 

is definitely needed.” (Head of Department, Employer 9, Education) 

 

Evidence from other interviewees pinpointed how other companies saw the main role for 

degree apprenticeships as a retraining or retention tool.  As part of the reforms to the 

apprenticeships system, retraining is a recognised need, but comes with the caveat:   

“Apprenticeships will be available to new and existing employees but should only 

be offered to the latter where substantial training is required to achieve 

competency in their occupation.” (BEIS 2013:10)  

 

However, the introduction of the levy, as discussed in previous chapters, has meant that 

for some companies the levy has become the training budget.  Therefore any training 

including current employees must come under the guise of an apprenticeship.  Several 

interviewees saw degree apprenticeships as enabling the development of management 

and leadership skills for current employees:    

“Many of our members like the opportunities they offer in terms of particularly 

developing existing staff or upskilling workers who have been in the business 3,4 

or 5 and 5+ years and taking them potentially towards middle management or 

managerial positions.  There is also the slightly smaller angle around sort of an 

opportunity for those from a more disadvantaged background.”  (Head of Policy, 

higher education focus) 

 

“We see them as a way of encouraging employee development and retention 

where people might want a career change because they’ve been in their role for 

x number of years.  Also, as we’re client facing there are external factors that 

mean we need upskills our staff to cope with sector changes.  We’d rather keep 
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our staff by re-training them than lose them.”  (Apprenticeship Recruitment 

Manager, Employer 6, Digital) 

 

“I’m using them in two ways – acquisition of new staff and retention of existing 

staff.  We’ve had one or two apprentices on the team, working their way up from 

the IT desk, and some of our best people have literally come up that way.  Given 

we don’t seem to be using our levy pot very much, I’m banking on being able to 

use it to re-skill our workforce as I develop the department.”   (Head of 

Department, Employer 9, Education) 

 

Anecdotally, one participant told me that level 7 Senior Leaders degree apprenticeships 

were being used as a recruitment tool for graduate intakes to offer an extra incentive for 

the ‘high flying’ graduate to choose that company.  Not only can this be viewed as a 

misuse of the apprenticeship levy, but I also posit it is an example of misrecognition, 

through the conflation of a 1st class degree with ability in the workplace. This 

misrecognition leads to social reproduction of class privilege across our education system 

and professions, as discussed in Chapter 4.   However, as examined in Chapters 2 and 

6, putting ‘employers in the driving seat’ of apprenticeships will result in decisions 

regarding degree apprenticeships being made to follow stakeholder directives and 

business needs.  The discrepancy in the use of degree apprenticeships between different 

companies is also seen in the next section, in which I consider who employers are 

targeting for degree apprenticeships positions. 

 

7.1.2 Who degree apprenticeships are for from the employers’ perspective  

The introduction of the apprenticeship levy has influenced employers’ approach to 

training and who they see as potential degree apprentices.  The levy was designed to 

revive on-job training to reduce the skills gaps through large companies setting aside 

money that could also be shared with smaller non-levy paying companies for their training 

needs.  However, this is not the traditional model of the use of training costs usually seen 

in a Liberal Market Economy.  As suggested by Culpepper (2007) attempts to legislate 

large shifts in education and training, as can be seen through the planned use of the levy, 

are almost certain to fail.  This prediction seems to be coming to fruition as the levy is 

seen by many as their own money to claw back in whatever way they wish to do so as 

demonstrated by these interviewees’ assessments of the apprenticeship levy:  
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“I think at heart there has been this kind of tension fundamentally.  Despite the 

fact that it is public money, our members, the vast majority of our members view 

it as their money.  And that is a fundamental tension that we are seeing at the 

heart of the system.  When it was being set up, ministers said to them, “Don’t 

worry, if you are a good employer, you invest in training, you train properly, quote 

‘What you put in you will get back out, if you’re a good employer’”.  And I think 

that has kind of resonated with them even to this day, even though its manifest 

even more how the system is designed but that does kind of resonate with them.” 

(Head of Policy, business focus)  

 

Backing up the view that employers view the levy as their own to spend was this 

comment: 

FDs [Finance Directors] have been heard to say we have limited funds; we now 

pay the levy, and you can only have training from that levy.  And therefore, there 

is rebadging of the levy pot for that.  Management is the one for that, internal 

training is being rebadged onto level 6 and level 7.  (Apprenticeship Manager, 

Higher Tariff University 1) 

 

So, what we've seen so far is a lot of 'let’s spend the levy' behaviour and we're 

starting to see that move into longer term with the larger organisations, planning 

and management and now they are thinking how they are going to manage their 

skills shortages going forward. So, at the moment we're definitely more 

predominantly existing staff.  I think that pattern is shifting so it's shifting towards 

more new hirers.  … They're going to need to do it soon before they run out of 

skills so they need to find people.” (Head of School, Higher Tariff University 4) 

 

Participants explained how the business needs of the company drove the prioritisation 

of the use of the apprenticeship levy.  This has a significant impact for whom degree 

apprenticeship recruitment was targeted.   For a company facing a skills gap at middle 

and technical management levels, a current employee is seen to have the requisite 

behaviours, knowledge, and experience to fill those roles more quickly than a school 

leaver.  For some companies, the levy spend was added to the training budget and was 

used to furnish apprenticeship training as the company had previously done, whereas 

for others, the levy has meant that other training budgets have been cut and all training 

had to fit within apprenticeship criteria.  As a result, who was considered as the best “fit” 
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for a degree apprenticeship differed between organisations.  Several employers saw the 

introduction of degree apprenticeships as a way of developing school leavers as part of 

their long-term workforce plan:  

“It’s to diversify our talent pipeline.  We’ve only been capturing people that have 

2:1s for years and therefore there’s a whole load of people we’re missing who 

don’t have the opportunity to get a 2:1 through traditional routes.  The majority of 

people are between the ages of 18 and 20.” (Apprenticeship Programme 

Manager, Employer 2, Consultancy) 

 

“Originally we had a sponsored degree because it was a way for us to grow your 

own so to speak.  …   Then the degree apprenticeships came in and we migrated 

over to them, which to be honest, to all intents and purposes was the same 

concept and we stayed with the same providers. I guess another reason to add 

to why we do it, is it’s a way to spend our levy, but equally we still have the main 

reason is the fact that it’s a great way to get people in straight from A-levels or 

similar and then be able to sponsor their degree but also give them three years’ 

work experience on top.” (Head of Apprenticeships, Employer 7, Digital) 

 

“We’ve got mainly school leavers – we thought we might get more take up, so 

we’ve got a few people and it’s only a very few people doing a management 

degree apprenticeship who are experienced employees.” (Apprenticeship 

Programme Manager, Employer 8, Digital) 

 

These participants were clear in their desire to diversify the workforce and recognised 

some of the benefits of “growing your own” including company knowledge, loyalty, and 

competence. However, as summed up in the last comment, there is still a lack of 

awareness of degree apprenticeships for school leavers, as examined in more depth in 

Chapter 8, that is hampering employer ability to develop this talent pipeline.   

 

The use of the Apprenticeship Levy to develop senior leaders through the Level 7 Senior 

Leader degree apprenticeship45 was seen as an anathema for several interviewees and 

 

45 At the time of the data gathering, the Senior Leader degree apprenticeships, included a mandated MBA.  
This was removed in April 2020 alongside a cut in funding.  Universities continue to offer the MBA 
alongside the degree apprenticeships, at a cost borne by the company rather than the levy.   
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against their perception of the correct use of apprenticeships.  Their concerns echoed 

debates in Education Select Committees such as when Lord Tugendhat questioned how 

the levy was being used or abused. The response from Anne Milton MP stated:  

“My first line on this is that the money is used for the purpose for which it was 

intended: creating quality apprenticeships. My second line, which is where the 

tension is with employers, is to prevent abuse of the system. I am very mindful of 

it because that was the problem before.”  (Milton, 2018: Q168) 

 

Apprenticeship reforms have been designed to fill the skills gap at a higher level.  

However, the extension of their use to senior managers (often with the temptation of an 

MBA) has been seen as an abuse of the system and detrimental to the potential young 

degree apprentice. This interviewee, who championed degree apprenticeships for 

disadvantaged school leavers, was deeply saddened by the direction of travel that his 

company was taking:   

“I worry about the impact of the masters’ levels.  It’s creating an elite.  We have 

graduates coming in and they go straight on a masters.  And I think that’s not 

right.” (Chief Operations Officer, Employer 4, Finance)  

 

The evidence in section 7.1 reveals how the government drive to ensure “employers were 

in the driving seat” (BIS 2015a, p1) has led to a belief that they apprenticeship levy is 

theirs to recoup completely and that they should have total control over who should be 

employed as a degree apprentice. This has led to a lack of cohesivity across the labour 

market and has had an impact on their availability for young people and even more so 

for those from low socio-economic backgrounds, as seen in the empirical details in 

Chapter 2 (section 2.6.3).  

 

I now turn to the evidence regarding university’s approaches to degree apprenticeships 

in relation to reasons for engaging with degree apprenticeships and who they should be 

aimed at. University views differed between participants as did the employers views.   

 

7.2 University approach to degree apprenticeships 
As discussed in Chapter 2, degree apprenticeships were designed to mitigate against the 

current and projected technical and management skills shortages. In addition, a 

secondary ambition was for them to close the gap between academic and vocational 
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education that has pervaded English education and training for many years.  To achieve 

both government ambitions, universities need to be involved.   Our higher education 

system has delivered vocational degrees and other work-based learning degrees for 

many years (HEFCE, 2018).  However, the funding, administration and management of 

degree apprenticeships follows the apprenticeship model which is very different from any 

other model that universities have previously engaged with. In the early days of degree 

apprenticeships, the Degree Apprenticeship Development Fund (DADF) was launched 

to help with the internal infrastructure within higher education and boost capacity (OfS, 

2019).  

 

In addition to new ways of working, the field of higher education is experiencing an 

increase in institutional control from government through various policy implementations 

(Naidoo, 2016, 2018), which, for some impacts their control over their direction of travel 

(Chapter 4, section 4.9.1).  As seen in Chapter 2 (section 2.6.2) university engagement 

with degree apprenticeships differentiated between tariff levels and types of universities.  

Higher tariff universities offering level 6 degree apprenticeships was markedly lower than 

those of the middle and lower tariffs (9.4%, 33% and 21.7% respectively across all 

English universities).  An implication of these findings is that the higher tariff universities 

feel more secure within their position in the field of higher education and therefore do not 

need to engage with degree apprenticeships to retain that position.   Furthermore, if their 

reputation rests on high academic standards and respected research, they may feel that 

it would suffer in association with degree apprenticeships, given the backdrop of the 

commonly held perception of degree apprenticeships. 

 

The higher tariff universities have a degree of autonomy that they can employ to repel 

state intervention (Naidoo, 2016).  Middle tariff and lower tariff universities, however, can 

be seen to have less autonomy due to the hierarchical structure of higher education.  For 

those universities who do not feel so secure in their position in the field, engagement with 

degree apprenticeships could help build the capitals needed to maintain that position, as 

one slightly cynical participant outlined: 

“I think because it’s been a very government driven, thing, from a Vice 

Chancellor’s point of view, when they are interfacing with Whitehall and people in 

Government, if you’ve got an apprenticeship programme, the doors open.  So up 

to a certain point, they are willing to run at a bit of a loss, particularly if it means 

you can tick off business engagement, widening participation, employability – all 

those things we have to say we do.  I suspect there’s a limit to how much money 
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they would be willing to lose though.”  (Head of Business Development, Lower 

Tariff University 2) 

 

Despite some universities choosing not to offer degree apprenticeships, many have. 

Section 7.2.1 considers the evidence pertaining to why universities offer degree 

apprenticeships namely an alignment with their strategic and cultural values, secondly as 

an income generator.  In addition, degree apprenticeships were found to have a positive 

impact on teaching elsewhere in the university.  Section 7.2.2 presents evidence of the 

conflicting ideas as to who should become a degree apprentice from a university 

perspective.   

 

7.2.1 Why do universities offer degree apprenticeships? 

In the early stages of degree apprenticeships, Universities UK produced an assessment 

of university engagement with degree apprenticeships development (Universities UK 

2016).  Universities reported a mixture of reasons for engaging with degree 

apprenticeships, loosely bracketed between benefits for the student and benefits for the 

university. Benefits for the student included a diversification in the method of learning and 

widening participation.  Benefits for the university included the creation of a new income 

stream and developing new ways of building employer relations. The evidence presented 

backs up these findings and recognised additional benefits including an alignment with 

the strategic and cultural values.  

 

7.2.1.1 Alignment with strategic and cultural values 

For degree apprenticeships to be successful within a university portfolio, there should be 

alignment with the strategic focus and cultural values.  Several universities spoke of a 

good cultural and strategic fit in terms of “what we are and what we do” as identified by 

these two interviewees: 

“Our heritage is not based around research, more around vocational education 

and training… And also, we’re quite embedded in terms of local economic growth 

and development so it’s a very good fit and we want to grow the number of 

courses and learners we’ve got on them.” (Head of Business Development, Lower 

Tariff University 1) 

Underlining the use of the degree apprenticeships as a good fit with their own and 

regional strategy, this interviewee suggested that degree apprenticeships can make a 
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difference to the local community. This can be beneficial to those who wish to continue 

their education but do not wish to move out of their region:   

“Several universities have been looking at the National Industry Strategy and 

converting that to a local strategy document and seeing how the university 

provision could fit alongside their Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEP).  

Everything’s up in the air at the moment46 but I think the future direction is place 

based and therefore helping your region and the devolved responsibility is driving 

behaviours. Those universities want to make sure they support the high-level 

skills need in their region first and foremost.” (Head of Business Development, 

Lower Tariff University 2) 

 

One university that has chosen not to offer level 6 programmes but has several level 7 

programmes, highlighted how their decision was based around the cultural fit. For them, 

engagement at level 7 strengthened the capitals which fed into their institutional habitus 

and cementing their position within the field of higher education.   

“The aspect of working with employers fits with our culture and ethos relating 

straight back to our charitable objectives and Charter – advancing knowledge 

through teaching research in partnership with commence and industry sectors.  

So, there is a natural acceptance that this is something we would engage with.  

Engaging with level 7 fits with our strategic priorities at the time of their 

announcement as well as a more general fit with our belief and commitment to 

partnership with employers.”  (Director Policy and Planning, Higher Tariff 

University 2) 

 

7.2.1.2 Income generation 

Several interviewees saw the engagement as an income stream, either replacing their 

part time income stream which had been dramatically cut with changes to tuition fees or 

acting as an additional stream. However, the reality of an additional income stream, was 

not quite as expected, as identified here:     

“I think most universities are looking at degree apprenticeships as an additional 

revenue stream, and you see many debates around Senior Leader at level 7 - 

management qualifications which are additional cash cows and rebadging content 

from an existing programme. But all our level 6 degree apprenticeships are loss 

 

46 Interview took place during the 2020 General Election  
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leaders or just narrowly breaking even because they are far more administrative 

in terms of running that a traditional degree.  The paperwork is immense, audit 

requirement is far more than we’re used to. (Apprentice Manager, Higher Tariff 

University 1)  

In addition, this interviewee proposed that degree apprenticeships could have a positive 

impact on the whole business, bringing in extra income across all their courses:   

“It makes us distinct as a Business School, we want to be known as a Business 

School that work with these kinds of practitioners, and it’s not just a research 

collaboration.” (Director of Skills and Employer Engagement, Higher Tariff 

University 1)  

Having examined the reasons for universities to offer degree apprenticeships and shown 

that if there is a perceived ‘lack of fit’ with their culture and strategy they chose not to offer 

them, as can be seen with the limited engagement of higher tariff universities (Chapter 2, 

section 2.6.2).  This effects their potential to meet the government ambition of parity of 

esteem and limits opportunities for potential apprentices.   However, as seen in Chapter 

8, degree apprenticeships may be changing employers’ views as to which universities 

they recruit from.   

 

I now turn to examine who university interviewees felt should become degree 

apprentices, whether they should be offered to school leavers (as per the government 

narrative), existing staff or returners to education.  

 

7.2.2 Who degree apprenticeships are for from the university perspective  

As has been discussed in previous chapters and is the focus for this thesis, one of the 

ambitions for degree apprenticeships is their potential to widen participation in higher 

education.  The Office for Students (OfS) states that: 

“Degree apprenticeships are expected, for instance, to meet economic needs and 

those of employers; to increase social mobility and diversity in higher education; 

to bridge the gap between different levels of qualifications; to create a new 

gateway to the professions; and to imbue a vocational route to education with the 

prestige accorded to more conventional routes.”  (2019, p.1) 

 

Both investigations by the Universities UK into degree apprenticeships (2016, 2017) 

highlighted how universities saw the potential for widening participation through 
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engagement with degree apprenticeships.  Social mobility, widening participation and 

diversifying participation was the second highest benefit according to those surveyed 

(2017:19).  Comments from interviewees across a range of universities agreed, citing 

widening participation as a reason why their university decided to get involved and saw 

them as a natural fit offering an enhancement to their local engagement, as well as the 

potential for mature students.   

 

7.2.2.1 Socio-economically disadvantaged school leavers  

Stressing how the tradition of their universities supported widening participation, and 

would therefore be well placed to support any specific needs of an apprentice, these two 

universities emphasised how they saw the degree apprenticeships as a natural fit:  

“Let’s just say it’s very well aligned to our widening participation side of things, 

and I think our expertise in that area is very supportive of our work with 

apprenticeships.” (Head of School, Middle Tariff University 1) 

 

“We had been running higher apprenticeships successfully and growing that 

offering.  We’re very much a vocational university and it therefore fits with us to 

work with businesses, work with the community and also find new routes into 

higher education so the widening participation/social mobility element as well.” 

(Head of Apprenticeships, Middle Tariff University 2) 

 

These comments emphasise how the institutional habitus of the university means that an 

individual apprentice from a low socio-economic background would feel at home in the 

supportive environment.  The following comment emphasises the view that the “spirit of 

the apprenticeship” is to help social mobility and for new entrants into the workplace:   

“Here the widening participation impact is positive because all but 1 or 2 

apprentices on the level 6 are new members of staff which feels much more in 

keeping with what they what they were created to do.  There’s an interesting 

question around our cohort, if they hadn’t got the degree apprenticeships offer, 

would they have gone to university anyway, I think a third of our cohort wouldn’t 

have gone university, the other 2/3rd might have done but they probably wouldn’t 

have stayed.  They would have put in an application because they wouldn’t have 

known what else to do whereas with the degree apprenticeships, they learn much 

more about the direct relevance and settle in much quicker to the programme.” 

(Apprenticeship Manager, Higher Tariff University 1)  
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While identifying a widening participation fit with their traditional courses, this interviewee 

identified the potential difficulty with not being a major part of the recruitment process but 

felt that, on the whole, the degree apprentices did fit with their widening participation 

agenda.  

“What we pride ourselves in, with the traditional programmes that we run … we 

do recruit from underprivileged environments and so on.  Since our admission 

process is no longer in our hands, at least not entirely with degree 

apprenticeships, we have to align to the employer’s recruitment policy.  And I 

know that our bigger employers are doing quite well, or at least their intentions 

are very good. So, I would say that (I couldn’t give you specific numbers) but quite 

an important percentage of people we have on the degree apprenticeships would 

not have had the opportunity to go to university because of financial or other social 

difficulties.” (Lecturer, Middle Tariff University 1) 

 

7.2.2.2 Returners to education  

As discussed in Chapter 3, widening participation is not solely aimed at socio-

economically disadvantaged school leavers.   For some people, moving into post 16 or 

18 education may not have been feasible at the time, but they may be able to do so later 

in life, or indeed need to, to further their career.  The Lifetime Skills Guarantee, introduced 

by the Conservative Government in September 2020, recognised this need (DfE, 2021c).  

The degree apprenticeship also offers an opportunity for adults in this situation.  

Proposing a change in their traditional widening participation focus, this interviewee 

pinpointed the attraction of the degree apprenticeship re-training and adults returning to 

education: 

“When we talk about widening participation, we usually mean new students at 

whatever age.  But what we now thinking about is how people can come back into 

higher education if the labour market demand needs them to reskill and re-access 

higher education, and there are very few pathways for that at the moment that we 

can identify.  The degree apprenticeships can be one of them.”  (Head of Skills, 

Higher Tariff University 3) 

 

Emphasising how the naturally nurturing culture of their university helped returners to 

education with any difficulties in navigating the academic landscape, this interviewee 

explained:  
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“So, on our apprenticeships scheme, particularly the leadership and management 

ones, on those courses you’ve got people who potentially had the option to go to 

university and didn’t do that and went into work, and are now, they might be 

managing substantial projects or teams but when it comes to academic stuff, 

they’re actually quite nervous.  All of this expertise that we have and the way that 

the university, the sort of culture in the university is very supportive and there is a 

big wrap around in our institution for our learners.  We’ve had to work quite hard 

to put that online to the same extent that it is physically here, but I think that those 

two are very supportive of each other.” (Head of Business Development, Lower 

Tariff University 1) 

 

Using degree apprenticeships for their own staff, this interviewee stressed how beneficial 

they were for experienced staff:   

“What it has done wonders for, and some the best results and most rewarding, 

are when some of our own experienced members of staff who would not otherwise 

have been able to do a master’s or bachelor’s, are told they can have this 

opportunity.” (Apprenticeship Manager, Higher Tariff University 1) 

While this thesis focuses on the disadvantaged school leaver group of widening 

participation students, it is important to note that there is also a positive widening 

participation impact for socio-economically disadvantaged adults in certain 

circumstances.  However, this affects the number of degree apprenticeships that are 

available for the school leaver if employers are choosing to offer them to current 

employees.   

 

In these sections, I have outlined some of the perspectives and experiences from 

university representatives with respect to the role of degree apprenticeships, and to 

whom they are aimed. These relate to other discussions seen in section 7.2.2 of this 

chapter and section 6.3 of Chapter 6.  Throughout the interviews, many interviewees 

were keen to draw my attention to the tensions within and between organisations that 

impact their engagement with degree apprenticeships.  I now turn to these tensions with 

reference to the potential impact on the young, socio-economically disadvantaged school 

leaver.   
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7.3 Power and Tensions 
While the concept of degree apprenticeships has been welcomed for the reasons outlined 

above, there were also many examples of tensions within the system.  It was often felt 

that these tensions could harm the engagement of the organisation, whether the 

organisation was an employer or a university with degree apprenticeships, and therefore 

needed to be resolved. This in turn could impact the numbers of degree apprenticeships 

particularly for the school leaver.   The following sections pinpoint these tensions within 

universities, between universities and employers, and also with government agencies, 

and highlight them as mechanisms that have a detrimental impact on the widening 

participation potential of degree apprenticeships.   

 

7.3.1 Tensions within universities  

Degree apprenticeships present universities with the opportunity to develop vocational 

higher education and complement existing business engagement activities, including 

new links with employers, new collaborations and strengthening relationships 

(Universities UK, 2016).  However, reports from interviewees highlighted how the 

decision to include degree apprenticeships in a university’s portfolio required new ways 

of thinking and working, causing tension between strategy and operation.  Summarising 

the difficult of business change from a university perspective, this interviewee stated: 

“If you think of innovation in business, you have core business, adjacent business 

or breakthrough business, which is quite a long way from what you normally do.  

…organisations have to find ways of moving into adjacent spaces and for 

universities this is an adjacent space.  If you try and run your adjacent space in 

the same way as your core business it doesn’t work so you’ve got to recognise 

that structurally you’re running a different type of business unit and you need to 

staff it differently, measure what’s going on in a different way and they need to 

recruit or advance different sorts of people… a big difficulty is that universities are 

set up to do a certain thing, and this is a different thing and universities don’t like 

that.  Universities don’t do change which isn’t on their terms.” (Head of Faculty, 

Higher Tariff University 3)   

 

From my findings, the tensions within universities reflected this explanation.  These can 

be categorised into three different areas: ideological differences; the potential risk of 

engagement; and recognising operational needs, which I now present.   
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7.3.1.1 Vision of the university  

Reflecting on the suggestion that universities would need to change their thinking and 

way of working, some interviewees in operational roles shared their frustration regarding 

a lack of desire from senior leaders to be more flexible in their thinking:  

“The story goes that the VCs of RG universities were all summonsed to Whitehall 

and told you should be doing degree apprenticeships and our VC decided against 

it… At level 7 there is nothing academically that would be in our way.  One of our 

management MScs which is already run through distance learning, actually 

matches very well on to the standard.  Employers are saying ‘we want to spend 

our levy and help us do it’.”   (Head of School, Higher Tariff University 4) 

 

The alignment with vision ideals, in keeping with the institutional habitus of a university, 

was also seen as problematic from another interviewee’s perspective.  They explained 

that the senior leadership’s desire for ‘ideological fit’ impacted the diversity of companies 

willing to fit with the university model:   

“They wouldn't validate degree apprenticeships which had any less than 2 days a 

week on campus, partly because it coexists with our delivery model on the 

undergraduate course, but also because it's a sort of strategic decision to make 

it quite an intensively taught, elite type of experience; I suppose that's the thinking. 

… So, there's quite a lot of nervousness around the University and the senior 

leadership around getting into degree apprenticeships, if it meant doing too much 

blended learning which we're not good at, but also we are kind of ideologically 

against too much emphasis on distance learning and blended learning so there 

was an insistence that students should have a substantial amount of time on 

campus and try and replicate the experience of a mainstream undergraduate 

basically.” (Director of Skills and Employer Relations, Higher Tariff University 1) 

 

One interviewee recognised these tensions in other universities but for their university 

could only see the positive relationship between degree apprenticeships and their own 

vision:    

“Given our social missions, degree apprenticeships totally tie in.  I’m not saying 

we don’t have academics who say that we shouldn’t be doing this … we do, and 

I’ve had many long conversations with them, but I don’t think we’re in the 

challenging space of some other universities that see it as getting their toe in a 

very dirty pond.”  (Director of Apprenticeships, Middle Tariff University 2) 
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7.3.1.2 The potential risk involved with engagement  

For some decision makers, the potential to move into a different business space carried 

too much risk to commit heavily with a potential negative impact on their capitals that 

ensure their position in the field of HE.  The conflicting views presented in this section 

are from different participants within the same university and demonstrate how the 

perceived potential risk from senior leaders has led to operational tensions:     

“There’s been such a slow opening of the floodgates of approval of some sector 

standards and I think that is one of the things that is quite difficult for universities 

to engage with … the DTS didn’t get signed off until Aug 7th which was the point 

that everything came together, the final was the bit on the fee banding and they 

don’t make the sector standard live until that is confirmed so we were kind of doing 

a lot of stuff, from an institutions perspective at risk. You have to make a 

commitment without necessarily knowing the thing is going to happen.”  (Head of 

Policy and Planning, Higher Tariff University 2). 

 

However, other interviewees within the university spoke of their frustration at the lack of 

commitment from senior leaders which then led to difficulties in the development: 

“Because the university has been cautious about getting on board due to all the 

issues, they haven’t committed to setting up a sort of central team as have a 

number of other universities who are really committed and scaling up quite 

significantly.”  (Policy and Planning Assistant, Higher Tariff University 2)     

 

“To me the university should have looked at this a long time ago when they came 

out and should have decided whether they were doing them or not.  And if we are 

doing them then let’s put things in place and get organised.” (Programme Director, 

Higher Tariff University 2)  

 

This participant suggested the university was blinkered in their view of degree 

apprenticeships which had an impact on their ability to recruit:  

“They say they’re worried about cannibalisation and the fact that it doesn’t fit with 

our academic profile (that’s just snobbery as far as I’m concerned).  What they 

don’t realise is that these appeal to a different set of students and I really don’t 

think that they understand that the world if changing and we are not going to be 
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able to fight that.  If the university doesn’t diversify and adapt, we are going to be 

stuffed.” (Head of Department, Employer 9, education47) 

 

The apparent lack of commitment, alignment and communication of this university clearly 

reduced any positivity surrounding engagement with degree apprenticeships. This was 

also outlined by participants from other universities.  Staff in operational roles could see 

the business case and benefits of getting involved with degree apprenticeships at the 

start, but it seems that senior leaders, who hold the power, do not.  The final comment 

suggests an overarchingly negative perception of degree apprenticeships from senior 

leaders.  However, if degree apprenticeships were to become part of the university 

portfolio, they would potentially change the social and cultural demographics of the 

university community.  But this, in the eyes of the senior leader, would lead to a disruption 

of the university’s position within the field, which would not be welcome. Nevertheless, 

the inability to recognise the potential from diversification was seen as continuing the 

class-based social reproduction found in this university.  

 

7.3.1.3 Recognising the operational needs of degree apprenticeships  

As highlighted by the interviewee at the beginning of section 7.3.1, degree 

apprenticeships represent a business change for universities and for them to become an 

effective part of the university offering, the necessary changes to administration and 

delivery need to be embraced. For those working in universities that have not recognised 

the different needs, an increased workload was a frustration that led to a negative 

perception of the use of degree apprenticeships within a university’s portfolio:   

“Not only do some academics think it’s beneath them to be running degree 

apprenticeships, but the time also that it takes to be a Programme Lead for the 

degree apprenticeships is vastly different to a traditional degree.  You have to do 

things like reviews, checking the progress against knowledge, skills and 

behaviours as well as the progress with the degree side, which EPA to use, how 

to register it, contracts with the employer, has to talk to the employer on a regular 

basis, has to report back, you know…  So, there’s a huge degree of scepticism at 

the delivery level from both those aspects, but the senior leaders want to get in 

bed with the big organisations like the NHS, the police etc, because they want to 

have them to spend their levy with us. Politically a university would be mad to turn 

 

47 Whilst this interviewee is an employer, as a head of department trying to engage with degree 
apprenticeships, they are also an employee of a university, hence their inclusion in this section.   
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away local organisations that want to work with them in their area but it’s hard for 

us on the ground to make it work” (Higher and Degree Apprenticeships Manager, 

Lower Tariff University 4) 

 

“The only way this is breaking even, is that it piggybacks on top of the other things 

we are doing so in a sense, it’s subsidised by on campus students.  We’ve 

recruited very few extra people to actually deal with this, so it’s an extra burden 

on academics who are just given this as extra work.  (Operations Manager, Middle 

Tariff University 1) 

 

The wedding analogy, detailed below, summed up the new way of working that needed 

to be understood:  

“One of the things I’m sure you’ve come across is that it’s a three-party wedding.  

Usually it’s a two-party wedding, it’s the student and the academics; now this is 

the student, the employer and academic.  So that in terms of the management 

challenge is a bit bigger.  Because I mean the employers need hand holding, the 

students need to be happy and the bloody academics don’t necessarily want to 

do the thing that the other two want.” (Senior Lecturer, Middle Tariff University 2) 

 

These examples demonstrate the impact that the relationship between individual and 

institutional habitus can have on the direction of engagement within an organisation.  

Without a decisive determination to overcome the tensions that can manifest themselves 

within a university, and include degree apprenticeships within a university’s portfolio, 

degree apprenticeships will remain a very small part of a university’s offering, with little 

ability to impact widening participation.  

 

7.3.2 Tensions between universities and employers  

For degree apprenticeships to be sustainable, collaboration between employers and 

universities is essential.  However the evidence pointed to several factors that could de-

rail the increased engagement with degree apprenticeships, including the complexities of 

working with other organisations.  Most universities have enjoyed long-lasting 

relationships with employers in different forms, including research collaboration, work 

placements and sponsored degrees.   However, the degree apprenticeship model 

requires a collaboration in a totally new way.  As discussed in Chapter 2, the government 
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has stated that “employers are in the driving seat”.   As a result, there is often a mismatch 

between employers’ and universities’ understanding and expectation as to who has the 

power in the relationship in terms of content, delivery model and entry requirements which 

the following sections outline.  

 

7.3.2.1 Curriculum Content 

From a university perspective, many felt that to the employer, they were “just another 

training provider”: 

“The main problem in our relationship is that of expectations which primarily stems 

from the that the programme is worded in the official documentation, in the 

standard, in the way that it is presented and introduced to the employers.  It carries 

a set of false expectations.  Because employers have experience with training 

providers in the true sense of the word, and because the terminology was adopted 

without much thought to apply the same words to education providers, there’s this 

confusion where they expect us to provide a service in the same way a training 

provider would train their apprentices to be experts in a specific technology.  But 

everyone made it clear here, that the qualification would be the same shape and 

form as a traditional degree.  (Lecturer, Middle Tariff University 1)  

 

“I think it would be fair to say we’ve been on a big learning curve on how to work 

with companies.  And I guess for them too; if they’ve been through the 

apprenticeship process, many of the big companies with commercial training 

providers obviously have perhaps a slightly different approach.  They are there to 

provide what the customer wants whereas with universities, you get these 

troublesome academics who are insisting on protecting the academic standard 

and stuff like that.  We’re just a pain in the neck.” (Operations Manager, Middle 

Tariff University 1) 

 

The references to previous experiences with training companies leading to certain 

expectations coming to the fore when discussing content as seen here:  

“I think the larger employers see themselves as having much more influence… 

because some have a long history of working in apprenticeships and an awful lot 

of knowledge themselves, so they have quite high expectations.  And quite savvy 

about what they will and won't negotiate.” (Director of Apprenticeships, Lower 

Tariff University 3) 
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“One of the expectations that I am battling, is that we’re not training them to be 

perfect for the job they have now, it is to prepare the apprentice for a career in 

computing, which may manifest in a different job for a different employer in the 

future. That is the reality of the sector.  And it is unethical not to mention I think 

against regulations, if you can dig deep enough, for an education provider to 

prepare an apprentice to try and tether them to one company and one job.” 

(Teaching Fellow, Higher Tariff University 2) 

 

From this employer’s perspective, there was an implication that there were some egos at 

play in the relationship between employer and universities:   

“I guess there’s definitely been challenges.  It’s a new programme, the universities 

aren’t used to negotiating the content of the degrees, but they are massive 

programmes, with a lot at stake with big universities with big reputations so that 

was always going to be the case.” (Apprenticeship Recruitment Manager, 

Employer 6, Digital) 

These interviewees summarise how the different organisations work to maintain their 

authority and position of power within any given relationship and subsequently within their 

relevant field.  However this has a detrimental effect on those relationships.   

 

Tensions were also identified in relation to the impact the degree element had on the 

productive time of an employee, and its relevance to their role within the company.  These 

tensions highlight the common liberal market economy behaviour that some companies 

view training as a cost that that will not result in a benefit as the employee becomes more 

attractive to another company.  This therefore limits employer engagement with training 

as examined in Chapter 2 and 4; a situation that reforms to the apprenticeship system 

were meant to alleviate:  

“I think from the employers’ perspective the course content becomes an acute 

issue when they’re struggling with the minimum 20% study time already.  So, 

there’s this feeling that if they’ve got to release someone for 20% of their time to 

do off the job study, then if they feel they’re doing stuff that’s not directly relevant 

to that job, you can see how that becomes more of a challenge for them to accept.” 

(Head of Policy, higher education)  
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An interviewee from one of the early engager universities explained:  

“In digital things are moving quickly, so employers are coming back and saying 

what about big data, what about this what about that and obviously not everybody 

can get their way because everybody wants their own programming language to 

be taught but our Head of Computing would say well, we’re going to use JAVA 

and this is why.  Some people will be pleased, and some people won’t.” (Director 

of Apprenticeships, Middle Tariff University 2) 

However, the interviewee then went on to explain:   

Also, what we’ve come to understand more deeply than when we started, is that 

these are genuinely co-delivered with the employer some of the things that are 

very very specific to a workplace will be things that come through in that work 

based on site training element as part of the role.  What we provide is 

contextualisation and understanding around that and that partnership working 

crosses a lot of barriers, not barriers, obstacles in the process.  A lot of our 

programmes all have a heavy element of live projects and those are the projects 

that are formed in the workplace.  The live projects have been more impactful that 

we ever thought they would be - they have even saved money, created new ways 

of working, and in the case of health sometimes even saved lives.  (Director of 

Apprenticeships, Middle Tariff University 2) 

 

This explanation demonstrates how the degree apprenticeship works so well when it 

works, and highlights why employers have said that, given the choice between hiring a 

degree apprentice graduate and a traditional graduate, they would take the degree 

apprentice.  As another interviewee, stated “it’s been a steep learning curve and we’re 

just working it out now”.   

 

7.3.2.2 Delivery model 

Whilst these tensions may have an indirect impact on the widening participation element 

in terms of engagement and potential growth in numbers, the method of delivery has a 

greater potential impact for the individual.  Depending on who ‘holds the cards of power’ 

in the relationship affects how the delivery would work.  The apprenticeship model 

requires 20% of the learning to be away from their core role and dedicated to the degree 

element. This can be interpreted in many ways: blended learning; weekly or twice-weekly 

attendance; all on-line or term-time full time attendance at university with work in the 

holidays.  This last model was raised by a few interviewees as not within their 
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understanding of the rules or the spirit of degree apprenticeships, and a real 

cannibalisation or rebadging of a sponsored degree to ensure the costs were covered by 

the apprenticeship levy.   

 

One large employer, explained that they have different models depending on which 

university they worked with: 

“With ‘x’ we have our up front boot camp then block learning weekends then virtual 

in between, with ‘y’, we have day release, with ‘z’ we have a bit of both – a bit of 

block and a bit of day release, with ‘a’ it’s day release, other than a two week 

block at the beginning.  We start with the university preferred model and if it suits 

the business model for those students then that’s great.  The way we’re split up 

as a company is that we have different business units, and different areas that 

are all in different locations.  The universities have been quite flexible with our 

needs but maybe that’s because we’re a big company.” (Head of Apprenticeships, 

Employer 7, digital) 

It must be noted that the delivery model is agreed with the needs of the business in mind 

but with limited reference to the effect on the individual.  Given the propensity for socio-

economically disadvantaged students’ desire to stay locally, (Donnelly and Gamsu, 

2018), attendance at a boot camp and block-learning weekends could have a detrimental 

impact on their ability to become a degree apprentice, particularly if they have caring 

responsibilities.    

 

7.3.2.3 Entry Requirements 

A further tension that has a direct impact on the individual is that of entry requirements.  

The job description is written in line with the relevant apprenticeship standard.48  The 

apprenticeship standard does not have an academic entry requirement level attached to 

it beyond GCSE Maths and English qualifications.  The academic entry requirement is 

set by the university that the employer has partnered with for that specific degree 

apprenticeship.  For example, for the same degree apprenticeships, but delivered by 

different universities, one has a requirement for 104 UCAS points at A level (grades BCC 

or equivalent e.g. BTEC DMM) and another has 144 UCAS points at A level (grades AAA 

or equivalent D*DD):   

 

48 The template for what is to be included in the apprenticeship relating to knowledge, skills and 
behaviours. 
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“There is an underlying tension between what universities want from degree 

apprenticeships and what employers want from them.  Employers don’t really care 

much for academic entry requirements and you’re increasingly seeing in tenders, 

that they are stipulating lower entry requirements and that it’s a pre-condition with 

them that you will offer low entry requirements.  The universities are standing by 

their entry requirements and won’t admit individual to those programmes who 

have lower that their standard tariff equivalent.”    (Apprenticeship Manager, 

Higher Tariff University 1) 

 

This will influence which universities an employer will engage with, and potentially affect 

accessibility.  Employers are also frustrated by the inflexibility of a university if a potential 

apprentice does not meet the grade requirement, even when they have been through a 

multi-stage recruitment process.  But universities are very protective of their entry 

standards.  Any suggestion that they may drop entry standards for a degree 

apprenticeship may reinforce negative perception within the university and threatens to 

impact their position within the field of higher education.  However, some universities 

were more than happy to be flexible, recognising that an employer may have seen things 

that exams cannot measure, as explained here:   

“We have our standard entry requirements BCC or equivalent, but we also have 

non-standard requirements especially for people who may be employed already, 

have got to a particular level through experience but don’t have anything higher 

than GCSEs behind them.  We like to be as flexible as we can, especially when 

the employer can see things like resilience, aptitude, and other things that A levels 

can’t measure.”  (Director of Apprenticeships, Middle Tariff University 2)  

 

The diverse responses may reflect the different locations or ideological standpoint of each 

university, or who wishes to retain the power in the relationship as suggested by this 

comment: 

“We had a bit of a fight with our provider … we don’t care what their A level 

subjects are, in fact I love the fact that she’s got Performing Arts and Public 

Services A levels and she’s recognised as one of my best information security 

handlers.  From my years in business, it’s about how you can think, it’s a mindset 

and thought process, not what subjects you’ve studied.  They wanted to insist on 

Maths or Computing.  It took some discussion, but we won in the end!!” (Head of 

Department Employer 5, finance) 
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The evidence presented in this section offers some insight into the power relationships 

and resultant tensions between universities and employers as they get used to new ways 

of working together.  However, the greatest tensions were seen through evidence 

regarding the relationships with government and their associated agencies as presented 

in the following section. 

 

7.3.3 Tensions with other Government Agencies   

As described in Chapter 2, apprenticeship design and development are overseen by the 

Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education (IfATE) with responsibility for the 

administration of funding lying with the Education and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA). 

The IfATE website explains that they are an employer-led organisation which is 

sponsored by the Department of Education. Their employees are civil servants, and a 

key element of their work is to support employer groups with the development of 

apprenticeships. They develop, approve, review and revise apprenticeships and 

technical qualifications with employers.  However, evidence outlined frustrations with 

processes and rules delivered by government agencies.  The desire to continue with 

degree apprenticeships was waning through extensive changes to regulations and a 

sometimes incomprehensible system not designed for higher education engagement.   

 

7.3.3.1 Frustrations with the funding model  

The way that the funding model has been constructed and administered has meant that 

some universities are disinclined to continue to engage with degree apprenticeships: 

“They have reduced the funding band maximum on the Chartered Manager from 

£27,000 to £22,000.  That’s an awful lot per learner to lose.  I get that they need 

to make sure you’re delivering value for money but it’s still a lot.  The ESFA 

provides you with a funding band, you negotiate within that with the employer, 

but the ESFA retain 20% for completion so on £22k that’s £4,400 off the on-

costs.  You also have to pay the EPA organisation on behalf of the employer so 

that’s more money out of your delivery costs.”  (Apprenticeship Operations 

Manager, Lower Tariff University 3)  

 

Other university interviewees outlined how the cost of running degree apprenticeships 

was having a negative impact on the university finances rather than developing a new 

income stream for them.  As a result, they questioned how long degree apprenticeships 

would remain part of their portfolio.   
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“The cost of them is so much higher than a traditional student.  The cost of 

recruitment, managing everyone, it’s really high.  I can teach 600 students and 

don’t have to meet a single one of them beforehand.  It’s a totally different 

scenario for degree apprenticeships.  I spend 2 hours with the employer, and they 

send us 2 students!” (Senior Lecturer, Middle Tariff University 1) 

 

“In the current environment, we can only lose so much money.  There are certainly 

benefits to bringing in employers who would otherwise not engage with us, and if 

we can build research collaborations from those engagements and bring on 

traditional student internships, shadowing consultancy etc and create 

partnerships from transactional relationships then we’ve got a stronger case to 

argue; but in the current financial climate it’s not that easy.  If you want pastoral 

support from the university, you have to pay for it.  I appreciate that they say the 

levy should only pay for the training but the administration etc has to come from 

somewhere.” (Apprenticeship Manager, Higher Tariff University 1) 

 

These comments demonstrate both the apparent lack of recognition of the reality of the 

costs of delivery, and how financial constraints of the ‘levy pot’ have the potential to derail 

the degree apprenticeship.   

“Putting the development of apprenticeships at the employer level has meant it’s 

messy - the employers are responsible to their shareholders who wish to see the 

bottom line balance with profit and therefore expect the training budget to be cut 

because of the levy which is inflexible in the way it can be spent.” (Policy Director, 

business) 

 

These strong statements, with reference to the financial model, reveal some of the 

challenges and frustrations faced by universities navigating a system more attuned with 

the FE funding model.  One interviewee explained that as a rationalisation for the 

reduction in funding bands for particular courses, the former CEO of IfATE stated “Why 

would someone pay for a Rolls Royce if they can get a Toyota.” The interviewee felt this 

comment demonstrated a lack of understanding of the holistic nature of an education 

experience for a young person and the support for them needed to be funded from 

somewhere.   If the degree apprenticeship is to be viewed as the flagship of the 

apprenticeship model and to provide parity of esteem with traditional routes to a degree, 

there needs to be a level of financial input that affords that quality.   
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7.3.3.2 Frustrations with the processes and systems  

Evidence pointed to tensions regarding the perceived inability or unwillingness of the 

government agencies to write processes and systems that are relevant to the HE 

landscapes rather than that of FE:   

“It seems that a lot of policy tensions fall between HE and FE issues and IfATE 

and ESFA come at it from an FE focus so it’s almost like a turf war – they’re trying 

to protect the interests of FE whereas OfS, employers, UVAC and DFE are trying 

to push the HE and WP angle.” (Policy and Planning Assistant, Higher Tariff 

University 2) 

 

“I’ll be careful what I say because actually of late they’ve been ok, well I say ok, 

it’s all relative isn’t it…  What we’ve tried to do here because we genuinely want 

it to be part of the university, … so we’re trying to work through the university 

systems but be ESFA and Ofsted compliant as well, so nothing like a challenge!  

I’m sure they’re [IfATE employees] very nice people but messaging from 

government and their relationship with the IFA seems a bit bizarre, I think the 

whole regulatory system is not clear.” (Head of Business Development, Lower 

Tariff University 1)  

 

It must be recognised that degree apprenticeships are a small percentage of all 

apprenticeships. However, if the true ambition is that degree apprenticeships are here to 

stay as a viable alternative to a traditional degree, then there needs to be greater 

understanding of the different ways in which HE and FE work together and maintain 

respect for both educational sectors. One interviewee explained that the Trailblazer 

system worked well before the creation of IfATE.  He described how they consisted of a 

mix of large and small employers and universities, as well as the sector skills council 

which hosted and understood the needs of the sector.  He proposed that this resulted in 

a situation where employers and the sector skills council could explain what they wanted 

to achieve with the apprenticeship standard to the universities and a wide-ranging 

curriculum was developed to suit all types of employers.  In this example, we see how 

apprenticeships were moving towards being demand-led, and thus achieving greater co-

ordination between the different parties He described the process since the involvement 

of IfATE as “a much more painful experience”.   
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As documented in Chapter 6, the debate regarding mandated qualifications and the 

removal of the degree qualification was uppermost in many interviewees’ minds. They 

pointed to an agenda that did not fit with the ambitions of the concept of degree 

apprenticeships, the needs of employers, or an understanding of the impact of university 

engagement.  For many, the expectation that any university would continue to offer a 

level 6 course that was not a degree was unbelievable.   As one participant stressed 

“we’re not a training organisation.” (Apprenticeship Manager, Higher Tariff University 1) 

   

Throughout the interviews, the feeling that employers and universities were not being 

listened to or respected was clear: 

“Employer led … It’s not employer led in any way shape or form.  If it was, why 

are they pushing for the degree to be removed from the DTS?  Mandatory 

qualification criteria wasn’t there in the first place, I don’t know why it was brought 

in. I’ve actually heard all sorts of language in IfATE about employers being the 

enemy… it’s quite extraordinary” (Apprenticeship Programme Manager, 

Employer 8, digital)  

 

“This is intended to be an employer driven system and so therefore if they want 

or don’t want a degree and the knowledge and skills can be achieved in another 

way, they that’s ok.  But it should be completely down to the employer to decide.  

If the degree is the competency qualification that they want, then it should go in.” 

(Head of Policy, business)   

 

IfATE was designed to manage the change in the apprenticeship system and does so 

through direction from DfE on core aspects of technical education as well as aspects 

designed with employers.  It was not clear to interviewees when direction from DfE 

overruled their wishes such as whether a degree can and cannot be included in an 

apprenticeship.  The question then rests as to how those core aspects were determined 

in the reform process and whether they have they been properly communicated.  Given 

the voracity of the comments regarding a lack of clarity, I would suggest not, as summed 

up by this Policy Lead.    

“I don’t think IfATE understands who controls IfATE.  A lot of university complaints 

have been around how the DfE, IfATE and ESFA don’t understand how university 

funding works, how the regulations work and how the relationships work.  It’s 
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going to be really interesting to see what happens”.  (Policy Lead, technical 

education) 

For degree apprenticeships to be successful and fulfil all government ambitions, including 

widening participation to higher education and the professions, a better working 

relationship between all parties needs to happen.   

 

7.4 Chapter Summary 
This chapter has presented views pertaining to university and employer engagement 

with degree apprenticeships, pinpointing the different outlooks regarding the reasons for 

offering degree apprenticeships, their role and who they should be aimed at.  Turning to 

an examination of administration and governance aspects, the palpable tensions within 

and between organisations were detailed.  The tensions evidenced in this chapter could 

derail growth in degree apprenticeships and further engagement from universities.  

Without growth, the degree apprenticeship potential to have an impact on widening 

participation is greatly diminished.   

 

The following chapter examines the process of becoming a degree apprentice. It 

highlights some of the structures that are in place that influence the accessibility for the 

socio-economically disadvantaged school leaver, including an inconsistency in careers’ 

education, information advice and guidance.  Consideration of the capitals required to 

succeed in the recruitment process, and the interest in degree apprenticeships from 

middle class parents, highlight yet more obstacles in the route to becoming a degree 

apprentice.  
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Chapter	8:	The	route	to	becoming	a	degree	apprentice	

8.1 Introduction 
In the previous chapter I considered evidence in response to the second sub question: 

How does the implementation and delivery of degree apprenticeships impact the 

widening participation agenda? I revealed the diversity of opinions from employers and 

universities relating to why they should offer degree apprenticeships and who should 

become degree apprentices. I highlighted how the use of degree apprenticeships for 

senior employees affects the number of apprenticeships available for young school 

leavers.  In addition, I discussed the impact of the tensions seen on the degree 

landscape, namely those found within universities, those between universities and 

employers and finally with government agencies which have consequences for their 

longevity and resultant impact on widening participation.  

 

This chapter focuses on the journey of the young, disadvantaged school or college leaver 

to becoming a degree apprentice addressing the third sub research question: How do 

these factors help or hinder the young, disadvantaged school leaver?  Section 8.2 

evidences the difficulties with finding degree apprenticeships vacancies.  To provide 

context to a young person experience when considering a degree apprenticeship, this 

begins with an amalgam of students’ accounts compiled from my time as a careers’ 

adviser presented as a narrative.  I then examine further evidence from careers advisers 

and apprentices regarding the difficulties they found.  In section 8.3 I evidence the impact 

of policy interventions and lack of funding in CEIAG that, despite government discourse 

on the importance of good CEIAG, have led to inconsistency in support, advice and 

guidance for the young person. In section 8.4 I consider evidence relating to the personal 

barriers: confidence, fear of the unknown, and parental involvement, that may hinder a 

young person in the recruitment process. Section 8.5 turns to an examination of the 

concept of a ‘middle class grab’ that indicates the presence of social reproduction within 

the recruitment process which limits the accessibility for the disadvantaged young person 

as well as the potential for degree apprenticeships to facilitate widening participation. 

Section 8.6 closes the chapter with evidence highlighting the advantages of degree 

apprenticeships if the young person can navigate the recruitment process successfully.     

 

The ambition of improving social mobility through apprenticeships is clear as highlighted 

below by Anne Milton MP:  
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The idea of apprenticeships is that they give people who come from 

disadvantaged backgrounds an opportunity to rise up out of that disadvantaged 

background and get a rewarding career.” (Milton 2018: Q431) 

As discussed in Chapter 7, many universities and employers see degree apprenticeships 

as part of their own social mobility agendas:  

“For our undergraduate population, 90% come from state schools, about 80% are 

BAME and about 30% of them are first generation in their family to go to university 

and for most of them, their parental income is less than £20,000.  We are keen 

to replicate that on the degree apprenticeship and in fact, that’s one of the 

motivators for employers to come to us.  (Director of Skills and Employer 

Relations, Higher Tariff University 1) 

“We were very keen to take people where they were the first-generation people 

to go to a university and we did this with degree apprenticeships as a whole with 

that social mobility aspect to change lives.” (HR Director, Employer 1 – public 

sector) 

However, the recruitment process for many degree apprenticeships relies heavily on the 

possession of cultural, social, and economic capitals resulting in a ‘middle-class grab’. 

These have the potential to affect accessibility for the applicant from a lower socio-

economic background. 

 
8.2 Difficulties with finding degree apprenticeship vacancies 
The following narrative offers some context to the difficulty of finding out about degree 

apprenticeships from the perspective of a disadvantaged sixth-form student. This 

account, as told to a Westminster Education Forum (Mackay, 2019), is an amalgam of 

several experiences of sixth form students from disadvantaged backgrounds, whom I 

came across when working as a careers’ adviser. It offers a summary of their 

experiences which highlight some of the aspects examined later in the chapter: 

inconsistency in support and advice, personal barriers, and middle class grab.   

 

Lucy’s Story 

Meet Lucy.  Lucy is 17 and lives with her mum and is the first in her family to study 

beyond sixteen.  Predicted AAB in her A levels, she lives in Kingsbridge - a rural town in 

South Wiltshire.  In her school, careers education is looked after by her computer science 

teacher, and they have a specialist adviser who comes in once a week.  They’ve had a 
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couple of talks from employers who mentioned that degree apprenticeships are a great 

way of earning and learning and not running up student debt.  She quite likes computing, 

the employers said they need more people with digital skills, so she decides that’s the 

way to go.  After all, one of the employers mentioned they didn’t care about a person’s 

background, they just wanted the right person for the job. 

In order to find out more, Lucy speaks to her teacher - he says he doesn’t know anything 

about degree apprenticeships and suggests she’d be better off going to university and 

to look at Exeter because that’s where he went. That’s not what Lucy wants to do so she 

ignores him.  She tries Google and first result is The Which Guide to degree 

apprenticeships.  This gives her good information for her mum who doesn’t understand 

how an apprenticeship can also be a degree. Her mum likes the idea that Lucy would be 

earning but is worried about how Lucy will manage to combine work, study and still be 

able to help at home.  She wonders why Lucy doesn’t just get a normal job.  

Lucy’s friends, however, are all planning on university.  They think Lucy is mad for 

thinking about doing something that means she’s got to get up every morning to go to 

work and then study in the evenings and have to go through an interview in order to do 

it.  All they need to do is write a personal statement and fill in their UCAS forms.   Still 

determined, Lucy returns to Google and sees the link for UCAS.  Confused, because she 

thought UCAS was just for going to university, she follows it anyway.  She finds masses 

of useful information here.  Lucy starts with the ‘what’s available section’ and spots the 

word ‘digital’; she clicks on the link and ends up at the IfATE website with detailed 

descriptions of four digitally related degree apprenticeships. She now has information 

overload so returns to the safety of UCAS.   She spots the latest apprenticeships link 

and uses the term digital as her search. This leads her to IBM where, to find out where 

the jobs are, she must give them her contact details.  Not happy to do that, she returns 

to UCAS again, she looks at the job search for IT jobs and finds 300 jobs listed.  When 

she filters down to degree apprenticeship in the southwest, she discovers five, four of 

them in Bristol and one in Gloucestershire – none of them financially viable for Lucy on 

the wages they are offering as she’d have to leave home.    

Totally despondent now, Lucy follows her teacher’s advice and looks at Exeter’s website 

for computer science degrees and finds the option of degree apprenticeship alongside 

the undergraduate courses.  It even tells her which companies have positions.  She 

follows the links.  Then she discovers the recruitment process – on-line application, 

maths assessment, selection day and interview.  She has no idea how to prepare for 

these, her school doesn’t offer any help and her mum doesn’t know where to start.   

The process of getting an apprenticeship seems harder than doing one. Lucy’s 

counterparts in the local private school are more successful in their quest.  They receive 
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1:1 advice on assessment, selection days and interviews and have parents who hover 

in the background and push any obstacle out of the way.  Lucy gives up on everything 

at this stage and decides to see if she can turn her Saturday job into a full-time one and 

hopes that one day, she’ll be able to get herself onto their management scheme. 

 

Degree apprenticeships are increasing in number as reported in Chapter 2 (section 2.5), 

but access for the school leaver is not.  The following sections examine interviewee 

experiences that relate to this story and reinforce the common difficulties for the socio-

economically disadvantaged school leaver.   

 

As evidenced in the narrative above, a major obstacle cited by students and careers 

advisers is the lack of transparency with degree apprenticeship applications.  When 

engaging with post-18 career options, there are many different targeted platforms (free 

and paid for) that schools and colleges chose to engage with.  The information on these 

sites is usually generic information with limited links to live vacancies.  For a traditional 

degree, a young person’s initial search usually happens via UCAS (through which they 

will also apply to university).  However, there is no such central application system for 

degree apprenticeships as they constitute a paid job.  Therefore, it is solely the 

responsibility of the employer to recruit for that role. The university’s input into recruitment 

is to set academic requirements and agree whether to take someone on if they haven’t 

met those requirements. This often means that, unlike traditional degree courses, the 

vacancies are hard to find, and some interviewees reported an almost accidental 

discovery.   

“I knew about apprenticeships ‘cos my sister did one, but that was the clichéd 

£3.00 an hour one in hairdressing.  I was looking at higher ones and then just 

spotted a degree apprenticeship by luck and ended up here.” (Apprentice 1, 

Employer 5) 

 

“I had 5 offers from Russell Group unis and was bored one day and looking at 

companies to work for after my degree.  I saw some stuff about degree 

apprenticeships - I didn’t bother talking to school cos they hadn’t said anything 

about them, but I applied anyway.” (Apprentice 1, Employer 10) 

 

Careers advisers also found the landscape difficult to navigate:  
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“When they first came on the scene, a student came and asked me about them.  

There was no one place for me to go to, to find out more, I just had to second 

guess which companies might be doing them.  It’s a bit better now, but not much.  

I can go to UCAS or gov.uk (and we know how horrendous that is to navigate) 

and there is information on there, but it may not be up to date, and it definitely 

won’t be the same.” (Careers Adviser 7) 

 

“We have Amazing Apprenticeships come into talk to students, and they [the 

students] get fired up and excited.  That is till they come to do their research. 

Even with things like Unifrog or Careerpilot49, both of which we give them access 

to in school, the actual vacancies are still hard to find.  Then you try to explain 

that although the Police say there are thousands of degree apprenticeship 

vacancies available, there are none in our area.  No wonder they give up 

sometimes.” (Careers Adviser 3) 

 

These comments demonstrate a lack of transparent information available for the 

potential degree apprentice.  Under the old apprenticeship framework, a young person 

could apply to an FE college for an apprenticeship and the college would be able to help 

them find an employer for their day release.  The new system means that while some 

colleges or training providers will direct students to an employer with whom they are 

working, the job is the primary aspect of an apprenticeship and therefore the employer 

will manage the recruitment process.     

 

In addition, the ‘degree without the debt’ message confused many people, as it placed 

the degree apprenticeship firmly in the ‘education camp’ with the expectation that there 

would be a central application system such as UCAS, as discussed in the next section.  

Paradoxically, careers advisers do not expect a central recruitment system for jobs so 

one questions why they would for a degree apprenticeship.  The confusion, even by 

advisers, reinforces the haphazard way that degree apprenticeships were introduced 

without sufficient consultation with those at grass roots.  As a well-researched 

practitioner, I was embarrassed to discover the introduction of degree apprenticeships 

 

49 Unifrog ( https://www.unifrog.org/) and Careerpilot (www.careerpilot.org.uk) are careers information and 
guidance platforms 
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from a student.  This is another example of the poor implementation of degree 

apprenticeships as discussed Chapters 6 and 7 that affect the school leaver.   

 

Having evidenced the difficulties with finding degree apprenticeships vacancies, I now 

move to evidence regarding CEIAG, in relation to supporting a school or college leaver 

with their degree apprenticeship application.   

 

8.3 Support, advice, and guidance with degree apprenticeships  
As seen in Lucy’s story, navigating post-18 choices for young people is a daunting and 

complex task (Moote & Archer, 2018; Hooley et al, 2012).  This section analyses the lack 

of consistent support for the young person trying to access degree apprenticeships.  As 

discussed in Chapter 3, policy interventions and changes to the funding structure has led 

to an inconsistency in careers education, information, advice, and guidance (CEIAG).  

The evidence demonstrates the negative effect of those interventions and changes 

including an examination of impact of the statutory requirement for increased 

engagement with employers.  This section then closes with an analysis of the 

government’s desire for UCAS to be involved in the recruitment process. This would 

potentially simplify the application process for students and careers’ advisers supporting 

them, but only serves to confuse the position of degree apprenticeships in the academic 

/ vocational divide as explored in Chapters 2 and 6.   

 

8.3.1 Inconsistent careers education, information, advice, and guidance 

As discussed in Chapter 3, the link between good CEIAG and social mobility has been 

recognised by schools, universities, employers, and government alike (Archer et al, 

2014), suggesting there is a role for quality provision to help overcome the reproduction 

of disadvantage.  This link is often repeated by the government as seen here: “Excellent 

careers guidance makes sure there is equality of opportunity.”   (DfE, 2017b:4).  CEIAG 

is also seen as necessary for economic growth by acting as a bridge to ensure young 

people know about technical education which is deemed necessary to increase 

productivity.  This is made clear in the Careers Strategy of 2017 (DfE 2017c, p.3)  

“Our modern Industrial Strategy is about building a Britain fit for the future by 

investing in the development of skills to meet the changing needs of business, 

increase productivity and drive growth across the whole country.  High-quality 

careers support will allow us to promote new world class technical education and 

make sure people know where their qualifications lead.”  
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Policy changes in recent years have placed CEIAG as a school responsibility (DfE, 

2018). As discussed in Chapter 3, judgement of careers performance against the Gatsby 

8 Benchmarks (Holman, 2014) is included in an Ofsted Inspection.  The requirements 

include independent and impartial advice covering all post-18 options.  However, this 

does not mean that it happens in every school or translates to quality CEIAG.  Despite 

the development of the National Collaborative Outreach Programme (NCOP), funded by 

the Office for Students which specifically targets young people from disadvantaged 

backgrounds, CEIAG is still insufficient (Houghton et al. 2020). CEIAG policy 

interpretation at school level is often by the school’s perception of their status and role, 

their culture, social make up, and parental expectations to name a few.  As found by 

Tarabini et al. (2017), the institutional habitus of the school, which shapes and is shaped 

by individuals within the school community has a marked influence on opportunities 

afforded to students.  The culture of the school drives the type of information that is made 

available to the student and is a key factor in influencing their choices and opportunities.  

This was illustrated by one adviser who worked in two schools: 

“They’re both large schools with big sixth forms, but the demographics are very 

different.  In the one in the very well to do area, I’ve been ‘advised’ by SLT that I 

should only focus on university information as that is the destination expectation 

of the parents, any attempt to run a lesson on vocational qualifications is stopped.  

Totally against Gatsby as you know, but what can I do?”  (Careers Adviser 4) 

 

The lack of diverse CEIAG was voiced by several employers as seen here:  

“We target a lot of girls, colleges and sixth forms and stuff so maybe it’s that we 

are doing more focused work there…  but I do think it’s careers advisers and 

school’s responsibility to not just plug the university route because it doesn’t 

always work for everybody.” (Head of Apprenticeships, Employer 7, digital) 

 

Two apprentices also experienced a school focus on university applications: 

“We were definitely pushed into applying to universities, the only thing we got 

about degree apprenticeships was a two-line sentence in a careers newsletter.” 

(Apprentice 2, Employer 5, finance) 
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“My school was a grammar school, and most people went to a Russell Group uni.  

We didn’t have a dedicated careers adviser, just the teachers really.   I had offers 

from universities but saw an article about degree apprenticeships in a paper and 

thought it would be a good idea.  I didn’t dare tell school as they would have 

persuaded me not to apply.  So, I reworked my personal statement on my own, 

applied the night before the deadline and now I’m here!” (Apprentice 2, Employer 

10, consultancy) 

This student clearly had the necessary capitals that enabled completion of the application 

form, despite lack of support from their school and, implied, from the inclusion of the 

words ‘on my own’, their family’s inability to help.    

 

Set in the national landscape of wider educational reforms, including cuts in funding, 

reforms to CEIAG are often seen by school leaders as just one more thing to manage.  

This often results in a reduction in provision if any is offered at all.  Limited provision, and 

lack of confidence in that provision, has led to a point where young people would rather 

seek advice from their friends than their careers adviser. (Hooley et al., 2012). All the 

careers’ advisers I spoke to were professionally qualified and experienced, which can be 

considered forms of symbolic capital and cultural capital.  If the threat to their status, 

through the ‘lack of recognition of the work we do or what we know’ (Careers Adviser 4), 

leads to experienced careers advisers leaving the profession, the opportunity for 

impartial and independent advice, particularly for the disadvantaged students, will be 

severely reduced.  As an interviewee vehemently stated:  

I’m fed up with my profession being seen as a disaster zone.  This gives no 

recognition to those of us who are doing a good job as higher effective 

professional practitioners.  It’s just new initiative after new initiative – like the push 

for employers to offer the advice.    I believe the position we’re now in is a result 

of the last 15 years of systemic dismantling of any careers work that has been 

implemented. Being a Careers Adviser is a demanding, challenging, and 

multifaceted role that needs to be brought in from the side-lines where it’s 

effectively been parked.  (Careers Adviser 1)   

 

Despite the government rhetoric that CEIAG is vital for a better economy, policy 

interventions which are meant to improve CEIAG do not always result in a positive impact 

at grass roots level. One of the statutory requirements of CEIAG, and key to achieving 

several of the Gatsby benchmarks, is for the school to engage with employers as a driver 

to increase aspiration in young people.   However, the evidence showed that for many 
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careers advisers, a lack of consistency with employer engagement, as discussed in the 

next section, only served to add to difficulties rather than provide clarity and transparency 

within careers advice.   

 

8.3.2 Employer engagement with schools 

As outlined in Chapter 3, the widely disputed (Baker, 2016, McKay and Devlin, 2016) 

British government policy discourse surrounding students from low socio-economic 

backgrounds often adopts a deficit stance which blames the individual for their low 

aspirations.    The government view is that employer engagement with young people is 

key to increasing motivation and inspiration and will counter their low aspiration.  

However as discussed in chapter 3, low aspiration is not the problem for many 

disadvantaged students, the ability to realise their ambitions and aspiration is the 

problem.  The Statutory Guidelines for Careers Guidance states: 

“Schools should engage fully with local employers, businesses and professional 

networks to ensure real-world connections with employers lie at the heart of the 

careers strategy.  Visiting speakers can include quite junior employees, or 

apprentices, particularly alumni, with whom pupils can readily identify.”   (DfE, 

2018, p.26) 

 

On this premise, the Careers and Enterprise Company (CEC) was created in 2015 as 

the main government partner for support for schools and colleges.  Operating on a 

regional basis through a network of careers hubs, they offer information and contact with 

employers who will speak to young people.  However, the following comments highlight 

the inconsistency of employer engagement:  

“Even with all my contacts, I can’t get a company offering degree apprenticeships 

to come in… and I’ve got some really high calibre candidates who are likely to 

get offer from Russell Group universities – those students you think they’d want.”  

(Careers Adviser 1) 

 

“It’s ok for schools in big cities with lots of large firms surrounding them, for us [in 

a rural area], not so great.  (Careers Adviser 4) 



 

 197 

Government initiatives, such as the CEC and others including ‘Inspiring the Future’50 as 

an attempt to address regional inequality, can only work through employer engagement 

if the employers are available to visit the schools.   

 

Robert Halfon, the Chair of the Education Select Committee stressed his concerns with 

the Careers and Enterprise Company and their real impact on CEIAG.  

“Here it must be said that while the Gatsby Benchmarks are an excellent 

aspiration, the reality of their delivery leaves a huge amount to be desired. Under 

pressure to prioritise GCSE results, they risk becoming a box-ticking exercise in 

many schools. Recent evidence to the Select Committee clearly calls into 

question the effectiveness and value for money provided by the Careers and 

Enterprise Company, who are spraying money around like confetti with a wanton 

lack of strategic direction - they spent £200,000 on two conferences in 2017 and 

£900,000 on research with a lack of convincing data on hard outcomes and 

minimal oversight.” (Robert Halfon MP, 2019) 

 

8.3.3 UCAS Involvement 

The involvement of UCAS in degree apprenticeships was always an expectation of the 

government as stated in the English Apprenticeships 2020 vision document, “From 

September 2016 – UCAS will promote higher and degree apprenticeships and enable 

people to apply for them via its website”.  (BIS, 2015a:40).  The recommendation was 

that employers should advertise their vacancies in advance so that students could easily 

consider them alongside their university options.  This reinforces the presumption that 

degree apprenticeships are designed for school leavers and that companies would see 

the degree apprenticeship as a long-term feed into their talent pool akin to that of a 

graduate training position.  However, as evidenced in Chapters 6&7, this is not always 

the view of employers.     

 

Three years later, the recommendation that UCAS should be involved in the recruitment 

of degree apprentices was put forward in the House of Lords Economic Affairs 

Committee, “Treating Students Fairly” report (House of Lords, 2018, p.82) with 

recommendation no 260:  

 

50 Inspiring the future connects volunteers from the world of work with schools 
https://www.inspiringthefuture.org/ 
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“There is a clear and well understood process for university applications which is 

not available for other forms of post-school education.  The process for students 

considering routes other than university should be clearer and less complex.  

There is merit in a single, UCAS-style, portal for covering all forms of higher 

education, further education, and apprenticeships.  The Government should ask 

UCAS how such a portal could be designed and implemented.” 

 

There is merit in the suggestion for a clearer way of signposting the different options for 

a school leaver. However, the suggestion of a UCAS style portal for all forms of post-18 

education and training pinpoints a naivety in the understanding of the distinct differences 

between the routes, as described by this interviewee:  

“Well, that’s copping out really then [using UCAS for the application process].  

Actually, the point is that, and this sounds rather arrogant - you go and find a job 

– you know you’re going into the workplace and the point of an apprenticeship, is 

that you are either developing in the workplace because you want to transition to 

something different, or you want to work with your employer to transition into a 

different area, or you’re trying to enter into the workplace.  But that is a 

fundamentally different situation to going to a seat of learning specifically to 

learn.” (Policy Lead, technical education focus). 

 

The level of support offered by UCAS and universities for traditional degree applicants 

recognises the level of social and cultural capitals needed to navigate the system 

successfully.  The application process for degree apprenticeships requires a greater level 

of social and cultural capital to navigate successfully.  UCAS are constantly evolving their 

service to assist students and are particularly cognisant of the needs of the 

disadvantaged student who may not have a support network to help.  Recognising the 

fact that not every young person has access to a careers’ adviser, a common theme from 

those who were interviewed was that the degree apprenticeship process could be 

covered by the expansion of UCAS to include the application process as well as listing 

vacancies:  

“I think it would be great.  You know they do the applications for Conservatoires, 

so why not.  Put apprenticeships under UCAS and that would streamline things 

and it would be the place for 18-year-olds to find things out.  UCAS does exude 

professionalism and you do feel they would be a safe pair of hands which would 

be good compared to the current muddle.” (Careers Adviser 8) 
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This view was confirmed by a Head of Policy, who stated: 

“What advisers are saying they want to see, they believe, and quite rightly 

believe, is that to represent complete parity of esteem with these opportunities, 

is to have them in the same place and treated exactly the same way.” (Head of 

Policy, higher education focus) 

 

As directed, UCAS has been looking at how the degree apprenticeship application 

process can be run through a centralised service but recognises the fact that it is a very 

different process from applying for an undergraduate degree.  As explained by a UCAS 

representative at an education forum:  

“We are looking at what we can do to support the admissions function in relation 

to degree apprenticeships and that comes in two forms.  So firstly, there’s the 

visibility point.  So, making sure that degree apprenticeships are seen in the same 

place as other higher education, undergraduate opportunities and people getting 

similar experiences when searching for those opportunities.” (Jordan, 2019) 

 

He highlights how the university application system has been in place for many years 

and is continually honed to the needs to the students using it.  The use of the UCAS 

platform is seen as a route to parity of opportunity and parity of esteem between the 

different routes to a degree purely through being on the same platform.  He continues: 

“There’s quite a fragmented journey when trying to identify and apply for a degree 

apprenticeship at the moment, and you compare that to the undergraduate full-

time service which I would like to say is a slick and relatively straight forward and 

contained system.  There is a very different experience there and I wonder what 

impression that leaves for people who are looking for these opportunities when 

they see those differences and experience.” (Jordan, 2019) 

 

However, a centralised application system is not the preferred choice for all:  

“From the providers to universities and colleges we’ve spoken to that offer the 

training element it’s much more of a mixed message.  Many of them would not 

want to see UCAS managing the process…  they feel it is not consistent with how 

they would want an apprenticeship application work…  They were very big 

brands, well-known names very well established in terms of the apprenticeship 

programmes they offer which the manage to recruitment entirely by themselves.  

So that was one particular set of voices and on the other hand associations 
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representing other sectors in UK, the construction industry for example, and they 

want to talk to us about improving the application process for those applying for 

degree apprenticeships in construction, so they perhaps have more of an open 

door.” (Head of Policy, higher education focus) 

 

Potentially, the big brands mentioned here are familiar with working with training 

providers for lower-level apprenticeships and, for them, the university is another training 

provider and therefore there is no need for a change in the system.  The construction 

industry, while used to using training providers and colleges for their lower-level 

apprenticeships, has many small non-levy paying companies who may not have an HR 

department and therefore could welcome a more unified system.  

 

Emphasising differing perceptions of a degree apprenticeship (whether it is a degree with 

employment or employment with a degree) other responses included: 

“My immediate thought was well hang on, these are employer driven 

qualifications, actually they are jobs, shouldn’t it be the employer that is driving 

the recruitment, is UCAS really the best place?  …  I don’t understand how it can 

remain employer led if it moves over to UCAS, I find it very odd…   

The interviewee went on to say how they felt degree apprenticeships could boost the 

perception of apprenticeships and should be viewed as part of a career progression 

through the different levels of apprenticeship, not just as an entry level role.  

“And it also syphons off the degree apprenticeship from being the crème de la 

crème of the apprenticeship world for students to aspire to.  And I think that would 

be a huge shame.” (Careers Adviser 4) 

 

Also clear in the view that using UCAS would be inappropriate:   

“That’s a misappreciation in my view, it’s a job that has degree level training with 

it.  I think it would be wrong to put the university course ahead of the job because 

the course should match very closely to the job.  From our perspective logistically 

it would make it a million miles better if it did go through UCAS because we would 

have the learner data.  The national apprenticeship service is good in the way 

that it forces you to set your academic learning against the template, but we don’t 

get any info about the learner, no background info, no characteristics, no 

contextual information.” (Apprenticeship Manager, Higher Tariff University 1) 
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This last comment highlights the complexities between balancing the different 

perceptions regarding the role of a degree apprenticeship and their potential for inclusion 

in widening participation statistics.  That balancing act affects the accessibility for 

disadvantaged students.  If the university had learner data and contextual information, 

they could have a greater input into the recruitment process when assessing an 

applicant’s prior attainment and potential.  However limited engagement of a university 

with the individual recruitment process, means that the opportunity may be missed. In 

addition, because of a lack of contextual information as a result, universities that have a 

large proportion of apprentices may not be aware of students that would be seen as 

widening participation and therefore unable to capture the relevant data within their 

Access and Participation Data Dashboard.    

 

The suggestion that UCAS manage the recruitment process seems to go against the 

core premise of the new apprenticeship system - that of employers being in control.  The 

applicant applies to a company for a degree apprenticeship role and does not engage 

with the university during the application process.  Additionally, the UCAS involvement 

debate highlights a university-firm coordination problem relating to firms’ demands for 

control over the degree apprenticeship process.  As one employer forcibly summed up 

the situation:    

“They are applying for a job.  If you apply for a job that has a degree integrated 

into that that’s different from applying for a degree and then working alongside 

that.  So, I think for us, we would rather someone who wants to work for us than 

just wants to get a degree via working for us.  We can weed out those people in 

our recruitment process, UCAS can’t.” (Apprenticeship Programme Manager, 

Employee 2, Public Sector)  

While using UCAS as a centralised admissions service suggests an easier process for 

the applicant and adviser, it was largely thought to be unworkable due to the realities of 

the labour market and would muddy the waters in terms of the understanding of a degree 

apprenticeship.     

 

This section has evidenced the inconsistency in CEIAG and the effect that it has on a 

school or college leaver despite government narratives that state good CEIAG is 

essential for social mobility.  It can only be part of the solution to social mobility if it is 
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funded properly and given due recognition if it is to provide a consistent and useful 

service.   

 

The following section examines the recruitment process and evidences the barriers that 

a disadvantaged school or college leaver may experience.   

 
8.4  The recruitment process 
For the young, socio-economically disadvantaged student, the recruitment process also 

provides significant obstacles to be overcome.  As has been discussed, there is no 

standard application process for a degree apprenticeship; the employer determines their 

own steps within the process, who they are targeting and ultimately who they wish to 

employ.  From an employer’s perspective, they are investing more time and money into 

that employee due to the length of the apprenticeship and therefore want the best 

candidate.  In addition, many of the companies paying the apprenticeship levy and 

offering degree apprenticeship are companies that have graduate schemes in place 

which have well developed recruitment processes.  For many companies the application 

process mirrors that of their graduate scheme.  This can include multiple stages, 

including: the initial contact, online application; online tests, telephone or video interview; 

assessment centre; and finally, a 1:1 interview as described below:  

“So, the stuff we do in the application...  it’s a bit weird - they apply online and 

write their answers to three questions and then they’ll go through to online tests, 

they’ll do a verbal test, they’ll do a situational judgement test, then they’ll do a 

numerical test at the end.  If they pass all of those once we’ve done our 4/5ths 

assessment, then we will mark the written tests that they’ve done. Once that’s 

done, they’ll go through to the assessment centre which is asking those sorts of 

questions again.” (Apprenticeship Programme Manager, Employer 2, Public 

Sector) 

 

The limited number of degree apprenticeships available, regional variations and 

increasing popularity among the middle classes has meant that degree apprenticeships 

are often oversubscribed.  As a result, the lengthy application process is likely to stay. 

The application process often presents a significant challenge to many young people, 

particularly those who have limited support either from their school or their family 

network.  As one interview succinctly stated: 
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‘I don’t think the process helps, in that it’s so difficult to navigate but they are 

opportunities driven by the employer so the employer calls the shots.” (Careers 

Adviser 4) 

The following sections consider the evidence regarding the dispositional barriers that 

many disadvantaged young people experience: a lack of confidence, fear of the 

unknown, and unsupportive parental influence.  I also highlight some of the mitigating 

interventions that have been put in place by employers.  

 

8.4.1 Lack of confidence  

For many young people, lack of confidence is a key barrier to progression in education 

and training (Social Mobility Commission, 2019) and made worse by the inconsistency 

in CEIAG together with a lack of external support networks.   In recognition of the 

disparity in the support that some young people may be able to access, certain 

mitigations have been put in place to help them.  The Sutton Trust have launched a 

degree apprenticeships programme for young people from less advantaged 

backgrounds.  However, spaces on those programmes are at a premium and require the 

school to be aware of the programme and recommend it to their relevant students, and 

for those students to fit a strict criterion to be able to attend.  Several employers and 

universities are working hard to mitigate the disparity: 

“We have a number of different resources that we supply them with so they can 

prepare beforehand, and all have the same information and an even playing field.  

‘Cos they might not have the same input of help in that school, and they might 

even only own one smartphone in their family or not even have a phone.  So, 

they may need to go to the library or use school to do the telephone interview.  

There’s a practice area for the online interview so they can see what things look 

like and what they sound like on camera.   (Apprenticeship Recruitment Manager, 

Employer 6, Digital) 

 

However, from the perspective of an apprentice, the preparation and candidate pack 

didn’t prepare him for the assessment centre experience:  

“Oh my god, no one told me I would be up against people with degrees in the 

assessment centre.  I mean, they’ve got a degree, how can they apply for a 

degree apprenticeship?  And they’re older and got tons more experience than me 

and were wearing suits and stuff.  It just wasn’t fair.  We had to do all the same 
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tests and all the same assessments.  I nearly ran out, but this really nice bloke 

came and talked to me and calmed me down.  I got the job, but they could have 

warned me.” (Apprentice 4, Employer 10) 

 

As previously discussed, degree apprenticeships are available to anyone of any age who 

wishes to apply if they meet the application specification.  The only barrier to a graduate 

applying for a degree apprentice is that their first degree must not be in the same field 

as the degree within the degree apprenticeship.  As a result, the application process may 

be unconsciously biased towards the applicant who is already in work and far more 

confident about demonstrating their competencies because of their work experiences.  

Those organisations heavily invested in degree apprenticeships are aware and working 

to mitigate the disparities: 

“We’re working with our outreach team to try and make sure that our local FE 

colleges will give us students who are fully prepared for the process because 

we’re now getting applications from all around the country, and we don’t want our 

local students to miss out. Another thing is that Duke of Edinburgh is strong on 

the private education sector and that means they have something to talk about 

at an assessment centre and they know what to say.  We’re really keen to mitigate 

against that with our local students, as they’ve often done tons of volunteering in 

their local communities but don’t see it as valuable careers experience, so they 

don’t talk about it.  We work closely with our target schools and colleges to teach 

them that it is.” (Director of Skills and Employer Relations, Higher Tariff University 

1)  

This was from a university which has widening participation as a key part of their strategy 

and vision, doing all they can to build the confidence of their potential candidates as they 

recognise the application process is alien to many young people.  The view from this 

employer clearly shows they see the value in diversifying their workforce and that degree 

apprenticeships are a route to doing so.   

“Our assessment process is strengths based, i.e., not what you’ve done or where 

you’ve come from but your potential, approach and general mindset.  To be 

honest, our screening criteria isn’t that strict, and if we can see someone with 

potential, we will do all we can to let down the barriers – which is clearly reflected 

in the social mobility index.  The academic criteria are set by the university, so 

we sometimes have to have discussions with them…” (Apprenticeship 

Recruitment Manager, Employer 6, Digital) 
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Interviewees were aware of the complexities of the application process from the young 

person’s perspective and in particular those from a disadvantaged background.  Whether 

or not this was of concern largely reflected how the degree apprenticeship was positioned 

within their organisation.  The various levels of support and influence can help or hinder 

the young person’s ability to access the degree apprenticeship recruitment process and 

is likely to result in those with minimal support being at a disadvantage.  While some 

employers and universities are working hard to mitigate the disparities, it is still evident 

that the process replicates the difficulties for many in accessing a traditional degree or a 

high-quality job offer. 

 

8.4.2 Fear of the unknown  

Regardless of the expectation that the internet should make it easier, as described by 

one Policy Director, social mobility focus), “There’s a plethora of information … but we 

now know that people find it difficult to distinguish truth from fiction on internet resources” 

nothing can take away the ability to connect with a lived experience.  From my own 

practitioner experience and evidenced by this adviser’s comment, students want to hear 

the lived experiences of people doing a specific job or going to a university:  

“Students, particularly those who fit into the widening participation category, only 

want to engage with something they understand, they’re quite risk averse really.” 

(Careers Adviser 4) 

In my experience, the desire to ‘hear it from the horse’s mouth’ and the ‘risk averse’ 

aspect associated with school leavers was more prevalent in widening participation 

students, who were looking to move outside of their familiar surroundings and embark 

on something new, rather than non-widening participation students. This was also 

recognised by another careers’ adviser:  

“But it’s so important to hear from real people doing real jobs outside of the 

students’ tiny understanding of what their parents do, or their friend’s parents do.  

Our middle class (am I allowed to say that?) students are fine, they’ve got the 

networks and helicopter parents.  Our working-class kids don’t have that, and 

they suffer.”  (Careers Adviser 6) 

The benefit of the face-to-face interaction was recognised by employers:   

“We tend to recruit from largely state schools and social mobility focus schools 

and get out to the areas where we can.  That's where the school outreach teams 
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will put on focused events on.” (Apprenticeship Recruitment Manager, Employer 

6, Digital) 

One recruitment manager explained:  

“Our apprentices do [go into schools]; they are the best ambassadors to have.  It 

does tend to be a bit word-of-mouth – in that it’s the schools that ask or that 

someone has a link with” (Schools Engagement Manager, Employer 3, 

Consultancy) 

 

Often, students had parents and peers who would question their decision to follow the 

degree apprenticeship path suggesting that it ‘wasn’t for the likes of them’.   This has the 

potential to increase the feeling of a ‘fish out of water’ (Grenfell, 2014) which they may 

have felt within their school careers to date (Reay et al., 2009).  For someone to feel like 

a ‘fish in water’ according to Bourdieu and Wacquant, (1992:127) occurs ‘when the 

habitus encounters a world of which it is the product, it is like a fish in water: it does not 

feel the weight of the water and it takes the world around itself for granted.’  When habitus 

and field are not congruent, the results can lead to insecurity, uncertainty, and 

ambivalence (Reay, 2005).  Being able to speak to an apprentice and gain an 

understanding of the ‘rules of the game’ or practices within that field, has the potential to 

increase their confidence from the start of the application process. The apprentices 

interviewed all displayed an element of self-determination and self-awareness that 

helped them move between home, work, and university successfully.  Feeling like a ‘fish 

out of water’ throughout their school career may have increased their propensity for self-

improvement, and thus self-awareness had become part of their habitus (Reay et al., 

2009) and was therefore able to assist them in moving between the different worlds of 

work and university.  It was noticeable through the interviews, that many interviewees 

highlighted the need for high levels of self-determination and awareness for the individual 

to succeed in the recruitment process and as a degree apprentice.  For the student that 

lacks confidence, the level of self-determination required means that the degree 

apprenticeship is inaccessible to them.  However, just like everyone is not born to be a 

world class runner, not everyone has the right qualities to become a degree apprentice.  

This issue is more that the recruitment process favours those who have high levels of 

support, and social and cultural capitals and can therefore reinforce social reproduction.   
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8.4.3 Unsupportive parental influence 

Parental influence was seen to be a help or a hinderance in supporting young people as 

examined in this section.  Highlighting the difference in parental influence, one careers 

adviser explained: 

“I have students from both ends of the spectrum who want to do a degree 

apprenticeship, one whose parents have found the vacancies, lined up interview 

training, coaching for assessment centres and are wanting to sit in on the online 

tests and at the other end, a single mother who has two jobs and doesn’t really 

believe it’s a real degree and has no ability to support her daughter apart from 

believe in her.  We do all we can to plug the gaps, but it’s never going to be the 

same as the ‘snowplough parent’.”  (Careers Adviser 1) 

Akin to the ‘snowplough parent51’ reference, some employers commented how the 

concept of parental engagement and contact is new to them:  

“Parental involvement has been an interesting one for us to get our head around.  

It’s interesting as a dynamic because as an employer, the contracts not with the 

parent, but you have to be mindful that at 18/19 they’re young and parents are 

concerned with what it all looks like.  We don’t talk to the parents unless we really 

have to and even then, we try and go through the apprentice.” (Apprenticeship 

Programme Manager, Employer 2, Public Sector)   

Another suggested a level of mistrust from parents:  

“We are seeing that a lot of parents, who are a massive influence for the school 

leavers, they want to speak to the universities directly to actually check if what 

the companies are selling is actually a legitimate opportunity, and it’s not just 

some catch or con or something.” (Head of Apprenticeships, Employer 7, Digital)  

If some parents are willing to “play the system” (Reay, 2004) to game post-18 options for 

their children, the young people whose parents are not able or willing to do so, will be at 

a disadvantage, thus continuing the social replication in higher education and the 

professions.     

 

This evidence emphasises the need of social and cultural capitals when navigating the 

application process to mitigate some of the structural complexities outlined in previous 

 

51 A colloquialism, often associated with middle class parents, used to describe a parent who is willing to 
remove any obstacle in the path of their child’s progression. 
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chapters.  The challenges for the individual in degree apprenticeship recruitment 

replicate some of the challenges highlighted by Rivera’s (2015) research into recruitment 

into elite professional services firms. She found a high level of subjective measurement 

of criteria of ‘polish’ and of ‘fit’ in the selection process.  While diversity (working class 

and ethnic minority) candidates were welcome, subjective, sometimes subconscious 

measurements would rule them out of the process.  The institutional habitus of an 

organisation will affect the perceptions and practices of an individual within that 

organisation which in turn shape the organisation.  This helps to ensure an organisation 

retains its position within a field.   A recruiter’s decisions will not only be shaped by the 

explicit criteria set for that position (such as prior attainment and experience) but will also 

be shaped by the institutionalised beliefs and values that exist within the company.  In 

addition, the recruiter will be influenced by their own beliefs and preferential tendencies 

for a specific socio-economic group.  Recruitment from a specific socio-economic group, 

or in this case, not recognising the qualities of a different socio-economic group other 

than their own, can reflect the institutional habitus of the organisation.  In addition to the 

recruiter’s decision, the university involved will have their own position in the field of 

higher education to retain.  Their institutional habitus will impact their own perceptions 

about the entry requirements that are needed for degree apprenticeships so as not to 

dilute their ‘brand’.  For the young school leaver, with limited confidence and support, 

being able to manage structural mechanisms such as these becomes almost impossible.  

Yet again, the widening participation potential of degree apprenticeships is 

compromised.  

 

I now expand how the social and cultural capitals have been used by more advantaged 

students, which has been coined as the “middle class grab”.   

 
8.5 Middle Class Grab 
This section examines how social class influences the accessibility of degree 

apprenticeships for the disadvantaged school leaver and perpetuating social inequalities.  

The degree apprenticeship recruitment process appears to contain elements that are 

dependent on the social class and experience of the young person.  Therefore, in 

addition to managing dispositional barriers socio-economically disadvantaged students 

must compete against the “sharp elbowed, middle class get in there first attitude” 

(Careers Adviser 6). The lack of easily accessible information for young people regarding 

degree apprenticeships as well as the complex application process (in comparison with 

university) are two factors that have led to concerns of “middle-class grab” taking the 
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lion’s share of the vacancies. This has a significant effect on individual students, given 

that degree apprenticeships are limited in numbers and locations. 

 

The most recent figures show that the degree apprenticeship starts by Polar quintiles 

replicate the pattern of that of traditional degrees (Chapter 2, section 2.5).  I attended 

conferences run by The Good Schools Guide and Wellington College (2018, 2019) which 

were designed for staff from independent and grammar schools.   The overt message 

from all speakers was that there was a need to “sell” degree apprenticeships to the 

middle-class parents to overcome the negative perceptions of apprenticeships so that 

they would understand how it would give their children the “upper hand” in the labour 

market.  Additionally, there was a large focus on the degree apprenticeship as a debt-

free route to a degree.  The “selling point” for the schools was that a degree 

apprenticeship with a prestigious company would sit comfortably alongside progression 

to elite universities and therefore could be used with prospective parents as a marketing 

tool. As one Head put it “it will be great for our less-academic students who we struggle 

to get into the Russell Group”, the presumption being that the student would “ace” any 

interview process due to their social and cultural capitals and support from school 

throughout the process, to overcome the lack of academic ability.  The increased interest 

from private schools was reinforced by a university interviewee:  

 

“There are certainly trends nationally and we are seeing it ourselves now in the 

interest from private school and it’s being pushed incredibly hard by them.  We’re 

being asked on a weekly basis to go and talk to private and grammar schools 

about this opportunity and that’s not our natural student population.” 

(Apprenticeship Manager, Higher Tariff University 1)  

 

Anne Milton MP, (former Minister for Skills and Apprenticeships), summed up degree 

apprenticeships when asked about a concern that degree apprenticeships could crowd 

out the provision of apprenticeships at level 3: 

“What is not to like about a degree-level apprenticeship, really?  You learn 

something, you earn something, and you have no student debt.  You come out 

at the end of it with a degree and possibly four years’ experience in the workplace, 

compared to a graduate coming out of a higher education institution.  (Milton, 

2018: Q169) 
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However, she recognised the disparity in accessibility for disadvantaged students: “The 

fear of a middle-class grab on these apprenticeships is valid.  So, I am watching and 

waiting.” (Ibid: Q169).  In the same proceedings, Sam Gyimah MP, (the then Minister of 

State for Universities, Science, Research, and Innovation) commented from a different 

standpoint, countering the oft-held, counterproductive view that apprenticeships are only 

for disadvantaged students at whatever level: 

“On the social mobility point, we should not slip into a position where we think 

that that route is good for social mobility because you expect less well-off people 

to use it.  The real challenge in the system is that we need alternatives to the 

three-year degree that employers have confidence in, and that parents and 

students also have confidence in to pursue.” (Gyimah, 2018: Q171).      

 

One interviewee suggested this confidence in the apprenticeship system could be 

achieved by middle class students engaging with apprenticeships:    

“So, I already thought we were going to see the middle-class kids.  But that’s ok.  

For us it was ok for a couple of reasons, it was ok because we thought someone’s 

got to start and those are the only ones who are likely to be start able but also in 

terms of the overall apprenticeship programme ambitions where they see 

apprenticeships on a par with degrees or other forms of higher education, in fact 

you need both things to happen.  You need students who would ordinarily take 

apprenticeships to choose to take higher education instead, but you also need 

students who would normally take a traditional degree to choose to take 

apprenticeships.  So, in that sense, we’ve been arguing that seeing middle class 

kids take up a degree apprenticeship is a positive – it says there is equity in that 

notion and esteem and prestige in that programme.” (Head of Policy, higher 

education focus)  

 

Echoing this view: 

“Most of the parents that are aware of degree apprenticeships are middle class 

parents and we find we want the balance of kids who go onto degree 

apprenticeships to be those that would have gone to university anyway to create 

that parity of esteem…   

However, they continue:  



 

 211 

“… but if it only becomes another route for middle class kids to get a degree and 

all the places are taken by them, it a missed opportunity from a social mobility 

point of view.” (Policy Lead, business focus)  

 

This evidence emphasises the difficulty in balancing the different expectations of the 

degree apprenticeship.  The expectation that parity of esteem between academic and 

vocational education will be achieved through more middle-class students taking the 

apprenticeship route serves to encourage the class-based reproduction in higher skills 

acquisition and potentially crowd out disadvantaged students.  However, if attracting 

middle class students means that numbers continue to grow, that could result in a greater 

number of degree apprenticeships available for anyone with the right qualifications.  

Growth of degree apprenticeships is dependent on employer demand together with 

necessary policy changes and continued government support and focus. However, if 

accessibility favours the middle-class students whose capitals are not impacted by 

barriers, then the cycle of reproduction in education and the professional and skilled 

workforce is unlikely to be broken.   

 

One of the key features that has been emphasised in degree apprenticeship advertising 

is the notion of the ‘degree without the debt’; implicitly suggesting that this would be a 

key factor in increasing the take-up from low socio-economic students.  However, as this 

university interviewee suggested, the situation is not that straightforward – being 

confident enough to engage with something new is also a factor:     

“It [the degree without the debt] is a huge pull for them, but on the other hand a 

lot of working-class parents in particular, are just beginning to come to terms with 

the fact that a university degree comes with debt, it's a worthwhile investment 

and you may not have to pay it all back...  But the degree apprenticeship … 

doesn't have that same parity of esteem in popular imagination if you like, so 

that’s another unfamiliar hurdle to try and overcome.  And middle-class parents 

will grasp it very quickly, whereas working class parents are less familiar with the 

whole higher education scene and what the different routes and options might 

be, so that's the other thing that is difficult to get across.” (Director of Skills and 

Employer Relations, Higher Tariff University 1) 
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The suggestion that people from different classes could consider degree apprenticeships 

in different ways was also highlighted by another interviewee who questioned the lack of 

engagement from white working-class boys: 

“There’s a strong mythology around apprenticeships within the working classes.  

I think frankly, what’s happened is the middle classes have seen that 

apprenticeship “earn while you learn” are a very good deal and like most things, 

we know that the biggest users of the NHS or the benefits system are the middle 

classes … they are always onto a good thing.  The ‘degree without the debt’ 

helped that viewpoint particularly with their need to chase the status of a degree.” 

(Policy Lead, business focus) 

 

It is clear from a recent Education Committee Hearing (2021) that those concerns over 

the middle-class grab have not reduced.  Gillian Keegan MP, the then Skills and 

Apprenticeship Minister stated:   

“In terms of the numbers, I think there is growth in degree apprenticeships, but 

the very important point is how we make sure they are more accessible to more 

disadvantaged groups. What we are fearful of is that a lot of people suddenly see 

degree apprenticeships are a very good option, and people who would have gone 

to university anyway will just choose that route and squeeze out the people like 

me, sat in a Knowsley comprehensive school at 16 with nowhere to go, thinking, 

“How do I get on in life?” (Keegan, 2021: Q739) 

 

However, even when pressed (Q743), she was not able to say what targeted measures 

would be put in place to reduce the gap between advantaged and disadvantaged 

students beyond making sure more standards were set.  The narrative that degree 

apprenticeships should be more accessible for disadvantaged groups continues, yet 

there is still no tangible support to realise that ambition, even from a Minister who 

highlights the fact that she was a disadvantaged young person herself.   

 

This section has highlighted evidence that supports the analysis from Chapter 2, section 

2.6.3, stating that someone who is under 19 from the least deprived background is nearly 

four times as likely to become a degree apprentice than someone from the most deprived 

background.  One of the government ambitions for degree apprenticeships was that they 

would positively impact social mobility. This evidence is a reminder that the possession 

of social and cultural capitals associated with middle class families assists with 
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navigation of the degree apprenticeship recruitment process and perpetuates social 

inequalities seen in education and the workplace.   

 

The following section presents evidence that demonstrates the value placed on a degree 

apprenticeship by employers.   

 

8.6 Potential impact on graduate recruitment 
For the individual, the goal of becoming a degree apprentice is to secure a role at the end 

with a position and salary commensurate with their level of education and experience.  If 

the widening participation ambition for degree apprenticeships is to be realised and 

successful, then the degree apprenticeship needs to have equal status to the traditional 

graduate in that it leads to gainful employment.   When discussing the benefits of the 

degree apprenticeship programme, it was encouraging to note how many employers 

were very happy with their apprentices and proffering favourable comparisons with 

traditional graduates:   

“If we had a graduate in front of us, and we had a graduate plus 3 years’ 

experience through a degree apprenticeship in front of us, it’s a no-brainer who 

we hire – the degree apprenticeship graduate every time.”  (Head of 

Apprenticeships, Employer 7, Digital) 

And put even more vociferously by another: 

‘Even before they graduate, they are on a higher trajectory than our traditional 

graduates.” (Apprenticeship Programme Manager, Employer 6, Digital) 

 

For many, the development of soft skills through the degree apprenticeship was a key 

difference, citing the lack of this in traditional graduates, and highlighting the fact that this 

put the degree apprenticeship graduate ahead of the traditional graduate in terms of 

willingness and readiness to be promoted.  There has been a long-held view, as reported 

in numerous Education and Skills Surveys (CBI /Pearson 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019), 

that traditional graduates are not work-ready, described anecdotally as not being “plug 

and play”. The view that was often repeated was that degree apprentices take on 

positions of responsibility and develop transferable skills quickly, as posited by these two 

interviewees, when speaking of school leavers on degree apprenticeship programmes: 

I know a number of companies where there are degree apprentices managing a 

number of graduates because they are streets ahead of them and they've only 
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they can only be in their second or third year of a four year apprenticeship but 

they they've already got two or three business years of business knowledge 

behind them and that's so fundamental. (Policy Adviser, technical education 

focus) 

 

“Transferable skills are something that our apprentices have, that’s why they can 

rotate around different roles to be honest with you.  We see that they can actually 

do anything as we definitely don’t have an issue with transferable skills, when 

actually we do have an issue with that with the Grads.   (Chief Operations Officer, 

Employer 4, Finance)  

 

The reason behind the difference was not explored in detail, being outside of remit of the 

research. However, my perception was that it was not down to a difference in expectation 

of ‘age and stage’ of the individual, but more associated with their level of business 

acumen and experience, both highly valued by the employer.  Backing these views up, 

this interviewee determined how degree apprenticeships were starting to change the 

graduate recruitment landscape and have the potential to interrupt social reproduction in 

higher education and the professions:  

“It’s changing which universities employers look at for their graduate recruitment.  

So, if you've always traditionally recruited graduates from Russell Group and 

suddenly you're getting really good apprentices from London South Bank, do you 

then start looking at South Bank for your graduates ... Some are, its slow to trickle 

through as old habits die hard but on the whole, it’s really widening who 

businesses are working with and once, they're working with a university on degree 

apprenticeships they tend to work with them on other things as well.  (Policy Lead, 

business focus) 

  

These comparisons show that comparing traditional graduates and degree 

apprenticeship graduates in relation to employability skills and ability for promotion 

suggests that degree apprenticeships are good for ‘getting ahead in the game’ and 

therefore, back up the drive for middle class parents to push their children forward, as 

discussed in the previous section.  They also clearly demonstrate the potential for social 

mobility for the disadvantaged school leaver.  However, if the design of the degree 

apprenticeship recruitment process further disadvantages those who are already 

disadvantaged, then social reproduction within the professions will continue.   
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8.7 Chapter Summary  
As the final chapter in the results section of this thesis, this chapter has identified the 

complexity of becoming a degree apprentice.  I outlined an inconsistency of careers 

information, advice, and guidance alongside the lack of transparency in the vacancy 

process itself and the potential hurdles within the recruitment process.  Reports from 

those engaged with supporting the school leaver identified the need for an applicant to 

have strong social and cultural capital, and how the advantaged student in possession 

of them, often rose to the top and was successful. I concluded the chapter with a 

summary of the positive views of degree apprenticeships in relation to graduate 

recruitment.  However, this is only beneficial to the socio-economically disadvantaged 

school leaver if the application and recruitment process is accessible.    

 

The next chapter draws together the data from the three results chapter, synthesising 

the findings to address the overall aim of the thesis and understand whether degree 

apprenticeships can facilitate the widening participation agenda in higher education.  
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Chapter	9:	Discussion	and	Conclusion		

 
The aim of this research has been to determine whether the current design and 

implementation of degree apprenticeships can facilitate the widening participation 

agenda in higher education.  The objectives were to examine the experiences and 

perceptions of those engaging with the conceptualisation, implementation and delivery, 

and accessibility of degree apprenticeships. Chapters 6, 7 and 8 outlined those 

experiences and perceptions offering an insight into the relationships between and within 

different stakeholder groups and how they impacted the development of degree 

apprenticeships as a potential for an alternative route to higher education for the young 

school leaver from a low socioeconomic background.  

 

In this concluding chapter, I present the main contributions of this thesis for theory, policy, 

and practice.  I compare the data across the macro, meso and micro aspects of the 

landscape with the analysis of statistics relating to degree apprenticeships.  I present the 

findings from a critical realist perspective with the blend of Varieties of Capitalism 

scholarship and Bourdieusian concepts as a theoretical framework.  By using thematic 

analysis to explore the views of the interviewees, my experiences as a Careers’ Adviser 

and information in government documents, I determine the pre-existing structures and 

mechanisms within the degree apprenticeship landscape that hamper their potential for 

widening participation.   Presenting this analysis in sections 9.1 – 9.3 provides an insight 

into the underlying structures and mechanisms at play within the degree apprenticeship 

landscape and answers the three subsidiary research questions:  

SQ1 How does the conceptualization of degree apprenticeships impact the widening 

participation agenda? 

SQ2 How does the implementation and delivery of degree apprenticeships impact the 

widening participation agenda?  

SQ 3 How do these factors help or hinder the young, disadvantaged school leaver? 

 

Section 9.4 focuses on recommendations for policy and practice which answers my final 

subsidiary question: 

SQ4 What are the implications for policy and practice? 

The chapter then continues with a discussion of the strengths, weaknesses and 

limitations of my research and considers the contribution to knowledge that this thesis 
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has made before suggesting some avenues for future research.  Finally the chapter 

concludes with the answer to the main research question:  Can degree apprenticeships 
facilitate the widening participation agenda in higher education? 

 
9.1  Misalignment of a concept drawn from a CME inserted in an LME 
By interviewing multiple stakeholders in the degree apprenticeships landscape, this 

thesis offers a comparison of the different ideals and ideas in the conceptualisation and 

design of the degree apprenticeship.  In doing so I draw attention to the conflicting views 

of the roles and expectations of the degree apprenticeship from government, university, 

and employer standpoints.  I consider the confusing landscape through the experiences 

and perceptions of apprentices and careers’ advisers.  As a result I highlight aspects of 

the vocational education reforms that have miscalculated the potential impact on 

students from low socio-economic backgrounds.  This also allows for an analysis of how 

the wider reforms to the vocational education and training system are misaligned with 

England’s liberal market economy and hamper potential growth in numbers and 

sustainability of the degree apprenticeship.  This, in turn, effects their potential for 

widening participation in higher education.    

 

My key findings show there is a common interest from all stakeholders in making degree 

apprenticeships successful, but the notion of success differs between stakeholders, 

particularly when considering social mobility and widening participation.  The original 

conceptualisation of degree apprenticeships included various government ambitions: 

increasing productivity; filling higher technical skills gaps; a viable alternative to the 

traditional route to a degree for young people; and social mobility through widening 

participation to higher education.  The logic behind their potential impact on social 

mobility is that they provide a route to a degree without incurring debt for the 

school/college leaver. As evidenced in Chapter 2 section 2.6.1, in 2020 there was an 

almost 50/50 split between level 6 and 7 apprenticeship starts.  However, there were 

only 48 level 7 apprenticeship standards as opposed to 84 at level 6.    The entry 

requirements for a level 7 degree apprenticeship are either a first degree or an equivalent 

professional qualification and a period (often 3 years) in a senior position.  Employer 

preference for level 7 apprenticeships results in limited availability for the 18/19 year old 

school or college leaver, despite an increase in the number of potential degree 

apprenticeship standards available as created by employers.      
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The following sections (9.1.1.- 9.1.4) consider how the conflicts and confusion in policy 

decisions and interpretation point to the misalignment of the degree apprenticeship 

concept, drawn from CME inspiration and its realisation in an LME.  

 

9.1.1 Confusion over the degree apprenticeship role – different perspectives 
from different organisations 

For several employers, the ability to use the apprenticeship levy for senior staff 

management and leadership training was seen as very important.   They highlighted the 

need for developing their intermediate managers for senior roles and saw the degree 

apprenticeship as a welcome and appropriate route to do so.  Additionally, it was seen 

by some as offering the ‘best of both worlds’ through the acquisition of an internationally 

recognised academic qualification and relevant work-based learning pertinent to their 

company.  Interviewees explained that the level 7 degree apprenticeship could be used 

as a staff retention tool.   However, it must also be noted that several interviewees 

explained that their training budgets had been cut and all training had to be delivered 

through their apprenticeship levy contributions.  This indicates that for some, level 7 

degree apprenticeships would not necessarily be the preferred option for training but 

were seen as ‘that or nothing’ for training senior staff.   

 

Conversely, other interviewees who had experience of working with school and college 

leavers and/ or widening participation and diversity within their organisations saw the 

inclusion of level 7 as a misuse of the apprenticeship levy.  They felt that the degree 

apprenticeship should be used to develop a talent pool either from school or college 

leavers, or from people within a company that were seen as ‘second chancers’, those 

who did not continue into tertiary education directly from school or college.  And many 

were using it successfully for talent pool development.  Additionally, for these 

interviewees, the idea that someone already holding a degree could become a level 6 or 

7 degree apprentice was an abuse of the apprenticeship levy.  For them, this was counter 

to the rationale for an apprenticeship, reducing the opportunities available to the young 

person from a low socio-economic background.   

 

Several interviewees highlighted their concerns over the lack of accessibility of degree 

apprenticeships for SMEs, outlining the impact of the introduction of the apprenticeship 

levy and how they were hampered by the heavy administrative aspects.  While most 

SMEs are not levy payers, some are.  Anecdotally, several SMEs explained how the 
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administration, off-job training time and loss of productive time from supporting the 

apprentice was not worth the investment.  As a result they ‘wrote off’ their levy payment 

as a tax.  The government expectation was that there would be a surplus of levy 

payments from large companies and therefore there would be some available for smaller 

companies to use. However, as interviewees indicated, this is not the case.  Applying 

the VoC framework indicates that the introduction of the apprenticeship levy in the 

English Liberal Market Economy offered scant recognition for the fact that employers 

would likely follow the traditional model of the use of training costs as proposed by 

Culpepper (2009) as discussed in Chapter 4.  

 

Unlike the dual study model seen in Germany, which is delivered by specialist 

universities, the English degree apprenticeship can be delivered by any university that 

choses to engage with them and meets the criteria for inclusion on the Register of 

Training Providers.  For the government the involvement of Russell Group and other 

higher tariff universities to deliver the degree element was essential. They believed that 

it would reduce negative perceptions associated with the apprenticeship model and 

provide parity of esteem between academic and vocational education and training.  

However, as discussed in Section 9.2, higher tariff universities are not engaging in the 

same way as middle and lower tariff universities.  This means that access to the higher 

tariff universities for the school and college leaver is greatly limited and that the widening 

participation ambition of degree apprenticeships is all but negated at those universities.   

 

Both the findings surrounding the use of the apprenticeship levy and university 

engagement point to a lack of policy makers’ understandings of how employers and 

universities would engage with degree apprenticeships.  Interviewees emphasised how 

employers told government that they would be directing their degree apprenticeship 

engagement towards their current employees to mitigate their skills gaps.  Universities 

outlined the difference between FE and HE funding models and one Policy Director 

(Social Mobility) explained how several higher tariff universities refused to be swayed by 

threats of funding cuts if they did not offer degree apprenticeships.  These points highlight 

how degree apprenticeships stand at the confluence of conflicting areas of skills 

governance and education governance and that this conflict negatively impacts on 

degree apprenticeship availability.   

 

In VoC terms, a successful national economy depends on alignment between the 

institutional, organisational, and cultural framework in which it is embedded (Hall and 
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Soskice, 2001, p16).  An apprenticeship model that has its roots based on the institutions 

and structures of a Coordinated Market Economy, as is the current model, needs 

institutional complementarity across other spheres of the economy.  The lack of 

recognition of the importance of institutional complementarities throughout the 

conceptualisation of degree apprenticeships reiterates Nölke’s (2019) assertion that the 

German system of vocational education cannot be transferred to liberal market 

economies.  

 

9.1.2 Conflict over the role of nationally recognised qualifications in the    
apprenticeship landscape 

As documented in Chapters 2 and 6 there have been changes to the inclusion of 

nationally recognised qualifications in VET and a stated desire for apprenticeships to be 

seen as a stand-alone, quality product that does not need any other qualifications 

alongside it.  As a result, the apprenticeship system has a mandatory qualification rule 

that limits the inclusion of an internationally recognised qualification in an apprenticeship 

standard.  In the case of a degree apprenticeship, this is a bachelors or masters degree, 

depending on the level of the apprenticeship.  For a level 3 apprenticeship (most likely 

to be held by a school or college leaver), this would be a BTEC or similar qualification.    

As discussed in Chapter 2, the rule was created by IfATE in 2018, and as part of their 

remit they are responsible for ensuring that apprenticeship standards follow the rules.  

Interviewees described how the mandated qualification ruling did not make sense or fit 

with the English labour market and has a detrimental impact on widening participation in 

two ways, from a progression route perspective and degree apprenticeship engagement 

itself as discussed below.  The common representation was that employers know what 

they want from potential employees and should be able to mandate any qualification 

requirement at any level.    

 

Employers spoke about how the absence of a recognised qualification alongside the 

level 3 apprenticeship limits progression onto degree apprenticeships. This was 

highlighted by a personal contact who voiced their frustration with the system and the 

current unworkable mandatory qualification requirements. They explained that they 

wanted an employee to become a degree apprenticeship.  However, the employee had 

a Level 3 apprenticeship, rather than A levels, and the university did not recognise the 

apprenticeship in terms of tariff points (Chapters 2 and 6).  They were told that the 

employee would need to take a tariff point gaining ‘Access to Higher Education’ course 

to be allowed to be loaded on the degree apprenticeship.  But all training within the 
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organisation had to be delivered through apprenticeship levy funding.  Access to Higher 

Education courses do not come under the remit of the apprenticeship levy and therefore 

the employee cannot progress in the profession unless they fund the Access course 

themselves.  University and charity representatives explained how a university needed 

to be confident that a degree apprenticeship applicant has a relevant level of academic 

ability to be able to access the learning.  Entry requirements are stated in terms of UCAS 

Tariff Points given to nationally recognised qualifications.  UCAS do not award tariff 

points to a level 3 apprenticeship without an associated qualification due to the variation 

in the quality of apprenticeship programmes in different organisation.  They explained 

that this has a huge impact on students from low socio-economic backgrounds who 

choose to leave school at 16 and take up an apprenticeship.  The reforms to the 

apprenticeship system were meant to provide a route from level 2 apprenticeships 

through to level 7 as stated by Anne Milton, the Secretary for Education (2019). The 

danger of IfATE’s ambition for apprenticeships to be recognised as a stand-alone 

qualification is that the desired progression through the apprenticeship levels is stymied 

by the creation of a glass ceiling at level 3.  This requires UCAS and universities to decide 

whether reforms to improve the quality apprenticeship system should include awarding 

UCAS points.  If not, then another route to higher levels must be implemented. 

 

Interviewee frustration with the impact of mandated qualification rules was minimal in 

comparison with the scepticism and outrage at the suggestion of removing the degree 

from current degree apprenticeships.  This related to the review of the Digital Technical 

Skills Degree Apprenticeship (Chapter 6, section 6.4) All interviewees considered the 

potential removal of the degree to be a backwards step.  For the apprentices interviewed, 

the degree element was essential for career progression and national and international 

portability.  The combination of the degree and the work-based learning was essential 

for giving them an ‘edge’ in the labour market.  This echoed employer comments about 

degree apprenticeship graduates being more desirable than traditional graduates due to 

the development of their professional behaviour and work- related knowledge that sits 

alongside the degree.  The apprentices felt that the degree was essential to overcoming 

the negative stigma associated with apprenticeships and would often just say that they 

were studying for a degree alongside work rather than use the term apprenticeship.  The 

reluctance of the apprentices to explain that they were, in fact, taking an apprenticeship, 

shows how misunderstood the term apprenticeship is within the UK context, despite the 

recent reforms.  This scenario is a perfect illustration of the seismic shift needed for a 

significant reduction in the academic / vocational divide, analysed in Chapter 2. 
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Employers see the degree as essential for equality among staff in relation to career 

progression as well as attracting the right candidate in the first place.  Several policy and 

university interviewees explained that universities were unlikely to remain engaged if 

they were not teaching a degree, pointing out they were not training organisations.  As 

one person described it, the degree offers a currency of trust which would disappear and 

impact the brand.  For many interviewees, the time and money invested into developing 

and delivering degree apprenticeships would be wasted if the degree was removed.   

 

The removal of the degree from degree apprenticeships has many implications for the 

young school or college leaver from a low socio-economic background.  The 

conceptualisation of the degree apprenticeship included the ambition that it would 

provide social mobility through a different route to gaining a degree and accessing high 

skilled, higher paid employment.  Government narrative also champions the degree 

apprenticeship as the ‘flagship’ of vocational education and training and its ability to 

provide parity of esteem across the two education and training spheres.  In other words, 

the degree is essential for that parity of esteem to be achieved.  As several interviewees 

explained, any potential benefit to the individual in the labour market would be lost 

without the inclusion of a degree, given that a degree is so often required for career 

progression.   For the apprentice, the question “What’s the point of doing one then?” was 

uppermost on their mind.   

 

Additionally, if the degree is removed, the expectation of many interviewees was that 

universities would not be involved, employers’ confidence would be reduced, and the 

number of level 6 apprenticeships would likely decline.  As evidenced in chapter 2, the 

young person from a low socio-economic background currently has many barriers to 

overcome when accessing degree apprenticeships, which will be discussed in more 

detail in section 9.3 of this chapter.  If the numbers of degree apprenticeships are 

reduced, competition for places will increase and accessibility for those students will be 

even more challenging.    

 

There are signs that IfATE may have recognised the contentious nature of degree 

apprenticeships without a degree.  They have recently held a consultation with multiple 

stakeholders on degree apprenticeships which closed in September 2021, that included 

the recognition of the role of degrees in the labour market.  This may reverse the current 

criteria for degree inclusion and accept the desire and need for the degree to remain a 
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part of degree apprenticeships.  However, at the time of writing the findings of the 

consultation and subsequent policy changes have not been published.  

 

The misappreciation surrounding the restriction of nationally recognised qualifications 

illustrates how introducing an apprenticeship system that requires a high level of 

institutional complementarities into a liberal market economy where multiple 

stakeholders have no or little incentive to work together, causes problems.  The 

divergence between government narrative and IfATE actions, as an agent of 

government, suggest an ill-thought-out plan with little respect for the wants or needs of 

the employers, universities and apprentices or understanding of the labour market.  As 

a liberal market economy, greater value is placed on general qualifications (such as a 

degree) than vocational education, hence the creation of degree apprenticeships.  In 

addition, the values embedded in our class structure see academic education as a capital 

that symbolises competence and quality.  Bourdieu (1990) also suggests that credentials 

are related to reputation and prestige.  As several interviewees stated, for some 

universities the risk to their reputation by engaging with degree apprenticeships was too 

great.  For those who have invested in degree apprenticeship delivery, the presumption 

that they would continue with the provision if it was not degree awarding would damage 

their reputation and reduce their own capital, affecting their position in the field of higher 

education.  Despite the increased government intervention in higher education as 

discussed in Chapter 3, continued engagement with degree apprenticeships, under 

those circumstances would be too much even for those universities who have increased 

their income through degree apprenticeships.   

 

9.1.3 Conflict over whether technical education is IfATE-led or employer-led 

A further example of conflicting logic and institutional misalignment in the apprenticeship 

landscape was seen through multiple interviewees’ views on the role and actions of 

IfATE.  As the current apprenticeship and technical education model has developed, state 

management through the IfATE has crept in.  Described on their website (IfATE, n.d.) as 

an employer-led organisation, sponsored by the Department for Education, they oversee 

the development, approval, and revision of apprenticeships.  The concept that IfATE and 

apprenticeships are employer-led was met with derision by many interviewees:  

“Employer led … It’s not employer led in any way shape or form…I’ve actually 

heard all sorts of language in IfATE about employers being the enemy… it’s quite 

extraordinary” (Apprenticeship Programme Manager, Employer 8, digital).   
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Those involved with the Trailblazer Groups that developed apprenticeships before the 

introduction of IfATE in 2017, saw IfATE as an unhelpful and unwelcome addition to the 

degree apprenticeship development process.  However, employers did agree that the 

reforms have turned the system from supply-led to demand-led in that all apprentices 

have to be employed full-time and employers created relevant positions.  In that respect, 

the landscape is employer-led.   

 

In addition, it appears that IfATE’s policy direction was at odds with ministers’ 

expectations with regard to mandated qualifications.  I propose that this indicates that as 

IfATE has grown and taken on the role of overseeing all technical education, not just 

apprenticeships, the political capital associated with their role has become 

institutionalised within the organisation rather than the delegated capital of the 

government.  This reflects Bourdieu’s examination of symbolic power (1991).  The need 

for IfATE to remain in a position of power becomes their raison d’etre rather than their 

original objectives - to support employer-led apprenticeship development.  It can be 

argued that IfATE are using the restriction of mandated qualifications as a symbolic power 

to construct the reality that apprenticeships are quality stand-alone qualifications.  If that 

were to happen, the off-job element of a level 6 apprenticeship could be delivered by a 

commercial training provider that would, as underlined by a university interviewee, be 

cheaper and easier to manage.  However, if this led to a reduction in university 

engagement any potential for the degree apprenticeship to facilitate widening 

participation would be lost.  

 

9.1.4 Can a concept inspired by a system in a CME, work in an LME? 

The notion of institutional complementarities (Hall and Soskice, 2001; Hall and Gingerich, 

2009) highlight how they are embedded across institutions and suggest that where 

complementary practices are present in one area of the economy, other areas will tend 

to develop complementary practices as well.  For example, Hall and Gingerich (ibid.) 

suggest that collaborative training schemes seen in CMEs which are coordinated by 

trade unions and employer associations provide employees with industry specific skills 

and jobs security.  However, in England education and training, as discussed in Chapters 

2 and 4 has focused general skills.   Yet employer skills surveys (CBI / Pearson, 2015, 

2016) have highlighted a frustration with a lack of work readiness of graduates.  The 

creation of degree apprenticeships as part of general reforms to VET, were designed, in 

part to mitigate those complaints.  Employers attested that degree apprentices became 

‘business savvy’ very quickly developing the skills that employers wanted in the 
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workplace, often being ready for promotion before traditional degree graduate peers.  In 

that respect degree apprenticeships can be seen to be working.  Trailblazers bring 

together different companies to create the standards suited to the industry and the role. 

In that respect, again it can be said that the reforms, designed to follow those seen in a 

CME, are working even though we do not have the same trade union involvement with 

the development of apprenticeships.   However, whether the standards suit all 

companies in a sector, and are future proof in a fast-changing labour market was 

questioned by one policy lead:  

“The design that a standard has to fit a specific occupation limits their longevity 

and I worry that they will quickly become outdated because of technical 

advances.  The Trailblazers don’t seem to be joined up with government 

departments that have do have information of planned developments in AI and 

other things.”  

 

This and the conflict and confusions described in the previous sections, point to a lack 

of coordination in the style of a CME that is required for the degree apprenticeship to 

really take hold.  The decline of VET and apprenticeship in England (Chapter 2, section 

2.3.2) and the demise of trade and craft unions has led to the lack of systems required 

to support the coordination required for a strong apprenticeship system.  A better 

direction regarding the development of LEPs (Chapter 6, section 6.2.3) could have 

created greater coordination as enjoyed in CMEs.  With a greater authority and official 

collaboration with education, improved regional delivery of skills relating to the national 

strategy could be realised.  As a result, university engagement with degree 

apprenticeships could be better, and help for SMEs may be available through 

administrative assistance from LEPs.  This would potentially reduce degree 

apprenticeship cold spots and help access for the disadvantaged young person.   

 

 A lack of clear occupational career paths (despite the creation of occupational routes) 

and a negative perception of apprenticeships, as evidenced in Chapters 6 and 8 provides 

a very different landscape to Germany.  Continued interest from the middle-classes in 

degree apprenticeships, as evidenced in Chapter 8 (section 8.5), may result in a 

reduction in that negative perception and a greater acceptance of vocational education 

in general.   However, as shown this is at the cost to the disadvantaged student.  Further 

cost to the disadvantaged student is seen in the lack of government consideration of the 

actions of some employers. Traditional LME competitive market-orientation has led to 

the levy being used for senior managers at the expense of new recruits and non-levy 
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payers. Greater attention to the disadvantages of the German apprenticeship system in 

relation to social inequality and social mobility, as presented in Chapter 4 (sections 4.3, 

4.3.1 and 4.5) may have reduced some of the issues presented in this thesis.         

 

9.2 Where do universities fit in?   
While vocational degrees and other work-based learning or work-integrated learning 

degrees have been a part of the higher education landscape for many years, the degree 

apprenticeship requires new ways of working within universities, with employers and with 

outside agencies.   Tensions regarding the conceptualisation and implementation of the 

degree apprenticeship policy between stakeholders were outlined in the previous 

section.  This section examines tensions found within universities that have the potential 

to compound their desire for engagement with degree apprenticeships and therefore the 

potential for widening participation.    

 

Engagement with degree apprenticeships across the higher education field differed 

depending on the type and tariff level of the university (Chapter 2, section 2.6.2, Table 

6).  Higher-tariff university engagement with level 6 degree apprenticeships was 

markedly lower than those of the middle and lower tariff (9.4%, 33% and 21.7% 

respectively across English universities).  Of the 20 Russell Group universities, 7 offer 

Level 6 degree apprenticeships, opposed to 30 out of 33 former polytechnics and 31 out 

of the remaining 53 English universities.   Consideration by tariff points showed that of 

the 35 higher tariff universities 10 (28.6%) universities offer level 6 degree 

apprenticeships and 17 (48.6%) offer level 7.  Of the middle tariff universities 35 (85.4%) 

offer level 6 and 31 (75.6%) level 7 and for lower tariff universities the figures are 23 

(76.7%) and 22 (73.3%) respectively.  

 

Interviewees pinpointed the reasons for lack of engagement or preference for level 7 to 

be a lack of fit with the university’s strategic direction, lack of cultural fit or a concern over 

the reputational or financial risk.  Of the higher tariff universities interviewed that are 

engaging with level 6, their rationale was that they had a strategy to support the local 

economy.  One interviewee saw the degree apprenticeship as a key part of delivering 

their local widening participation strategy.  This indicates that for universities, degree 

apprenticeship agenda is a balance between strategic and political decisions leaving 

consideration of the potential apprentice a poor second to the needs of the university.   
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These reasons resonate with research into higher education policies when confronted 

with global challenges (Graf, 2009, Naidoo, 2016).  University strategy surrounding 

degree apprenticeship engagement is not only dependent on their perception as to what 

needs to be done in relation to maintaining their position in the field, in this case, whether 

or not they see degree apprenticeships as a commodity which increases their capital, 

but also on the fit with their institutional habitus, for example, their reputation.  For those 

who have local and regional engagement and widening participation as part of their 

strategy, the degree apprenticeship is a good fit as represented by the interviewee 

comments from regional universities.  In contrast, those universities that have a more 

global strategy, the degree apprenticeship is not such a relevant fit for them.  If the 

degree apprenticeship is mainly offered by middle and lower tariff universities, this may 

continue to replicate the disparity found between institutions as found by Boliver (2015).  

Alternatively, if degree apprenticeships increase and the number of students from higher 

socio-economic backgrounds continues to dominate, this could reduce some of the class 

disparity across different types of university.  This scenario would have an even greater 

impact on students from lower socio-economic backgrounds.     

 

Conversely, if work experience becomes as important as a degree from an employer’s 

perspective, then the type of university should not make a difference to the outcome, as 

evidenced in the following section.  Former polytechnics explained that they see degree 

apprenticeships as an expansion of their regional activities, focusing on the needs of the 

local and regional economy.  The employer should determine the best university for 

delivery and, therefore, if that is a university that caters for local and regional needs then 

the degree apprenticeship will be of high quality and should be treated as having equal 

standing (parity of esteem) with a traditional degree.  Employers’ evidence showed that 

for them, this was the case, but government desire to increase involvement from Russell 

Group universities suggests a continuation of middle-class bias to protect their social 

position.  Yet again, the conflicting views between interviewees highlights a tension 

between the government agenda, and university and employer needs.   

 

For degree apprenticeships to be sustainable and have a positive impact on widening 

participation, more universities need to be engaged.  There were similarities and 

differences between university interviewees as to who degree apprenticeships should be 

aimed at, their role and the benefits they bring.  Tensions between policy makers within 

the university and academics delivering the content were highlighted, as were the 

difficulties of working with employers and outside agencies new to higher education such 

as IfATE and ESFA. Several interviewees felt that if some of the tensions were not 
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resolved they could not see degree apprenticeships becoming a greater part of their 

portfolio, while others suggested they may simply stop offering them.     

 

Building on Lourenço’s (2019) and Graf’s (2009) consideration of Varieties of Capitalism 

in Higher Education (2019) I consider a university as a firm to examine the tensions 

evidenced in Chapter 7. This allows for consideration at meso level of the coordination 

of the institutional spheres (Hall and Soskices 2001): industrial relations, employer 

relationships, vocational education and training, corporate governance, interfirm 

relations and how they help or hinder the sustainability of degree apprenticeships.   

 

Consideration of the industrial relations dimension, the relationship between firms and 

representatives to determine the supply of labour, has led to some authors describe 

universities as a professional body (Graf, 2009, p573).  The university hires academics 

as specialists and grants them high levels of autonomy of what they research and teach.  

However, the degree apprenticeship standard requires its curriculum to be developed in 

accordance with that standard’s knowledge and skills.  This has the potential to threaten 

that autonomy and frustrate good industrial relations.   

 

A firm relies on good employee relations to ensure efficient coordination.  As evidenced, 

the degree apprenticeship has, for many, caused problems for university-employee 

relations.  One of the major differences between the university interviewees related to 

whether the university recognised degree apprenticeships as a new type of business or 

not.  For some, degree apprenticeship teams had been created to concentrate on 

business development, administration and outreach with local schools and colleges.  

These were universities that had very strong relationships with local businesses, schools, 

and colleges through previous engagement with foundation degrees and work-based 

learning such as sponsored degrees.  For others from universities that offered only one 

or two courses, the administration, business development, and co-ordination with the 

employer fell on the shoulders of the academic running the course.   The lack of specific 

vocational training related to the administrative aspects and dealing with previously 

unknown agencies such as IfATE and ESFA, frustrated many.   All interviewees engaged 

with the delivery of degree apprenticeships felt that the extra administrative workload 

was not recognised by senior leaders.  The coordination problems between the multitude 

of relationships within the university seen through the tensions examined, brings to the 

fore a level of uncertainty in the continued engagement with degree apprenticeships.   
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The fit between the way degree apprenticeships are viewed and managed and the 

university’s strategic aims relies upon the corporate governance of the university.  As 

evidenced, if that fit has not been communicated across all stakeholders within the 

university or is perceived as a misfit, tensions arise.  The way in which government 

attempts to control and supervise education suggest that university-state relations can 

also be seen to shape governance (Graf, 2009).  In this respect this relates to the funding 

systems of degree apprenticeships.  interviewees highlighted the how degree 

apprenticeship funding was more fitting for Further Education Colleges and seem to have 

little understanding of the funding system for higher education. In addition, the design 

meant that a university would only receive their full funding if an apprentice completed 

their end-point-assessment with their company.  If they did not, the university lost 20% 

of the fee.  For some apprentices the degree was the key element and therefore chose 

not to take the end-point assessment.  

 

Hall and Soskice’s approach to inter-firm relations can be used to examine university-

firm relations.  Interviewees pointed to tensions between universities and employers 

which could affect the university’s desire to continue offering degree apprenticeships.  

The need to develop a curriculum that fits with the skills and knowledge laid down in a 

degree apprenticeship standard and manage the requirements of the employer was seen 

as a potential threat to the preservation of academic standards of the university.  

Interviewees explained that employers were also learning how to work with universities 

rather than training providers with whom they were used to having more control over the 

curriculum content.  University and employer interviewees both spoke of tensions 

surrounding entry requirements which are set by the university.   Employer interviewees 

spoke of their frustration with what was seen as an inflexibility of the university, whereas 

university interviewees spoke of the need to retain high standards of entry requirements. 

This was not only seen as a need to maintain their reputation, and not have degree 

apprenticeships seen as an ‘easy route in’, but also a recognition of the ability needed to 

complete a degree alongside a full-time job.  

 

This examination identifies a range of institutional conflicting interests as a result of an 

attempt to embed a concept created in a coordinated market economy into a liberal 

market economy.  In a CME, there is greater communication and coordination between 

the different spheres with a more top-down regulation and information sharing approach 

(Lourenço, 2019).  There is a greater use of intermediary actors such as Chambers of 
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Commerce that mitigate the conflicting interests.  In addition, the Fachhochschulen, who 

deliver the equivalent to degree apprenticeships, are less driven by reputation built on 

league tables as opposed to the preoccupation with league tables in higher education in 

UK that drives research, marketing and ultimately the financial security of the university.  

If degree apprenticeship engagement increases those conflicting interests, without the 

institutional coordination to mitigate them, there seems to be limited scope for their 

sustainability.  

 

9.3 The person it’s meant to be for 
I have outlined the structures and mechanisms found within the conceptualisation 

implementation and delivery that have the potential to derail the degree apprenticeship 

model. In addition, I have examined how the actions and structures affect the school or 

college leaver from a low socio-economic background and the resultant potential for 

widening participation. I now move to discuss recruitment, accessibility, and the potential 

apprentice.  In this section, I summarise the findings relevant to the application and 

recruitment process and highlight the mechanisms that have the potential to hamper the 

accessibility for the school or college leaver from a low socio-economic background.    

 

Evidence presented in Chapter 2 section 2.5 showed that although the number of level 

6 degree apprenticeships have increased, the number of vacancies being filled by school 

leavers has decreased by 16.7% between 2016 and 2020.  This contrasts with an 

increase of 25.5% from people over 25.  For students under 19, 31.7% came from the 

least deprived quintile (IMD level of deprivation) and 9.9% came from the most deprived 

areas.  In stark terms, this means that in 2020, out of a total of 19,650 new level 6 

apprentices, there were just 160 (0.8%) who were under 19, from the most deprived 

areas.  These figures highlight the limited potential for degree apprenticeships to facilitate 

widening participation for that age group.   

 

I now turn to discuss some of the difficulties seen in becoming a degree apprentice for 

the school or college leaver and points to the mechanisms that allow the difficulties to 

remain.   The difficulty in finding degree apprenticeship vacancies and support 

throughout the application process was a key feature of many interviewee responses.  

Apprentices described how their schools failed to provide useful information, leaving 

them to find and apply for vacancies on their own.  For them, their school’s expectation 

was that students would go to university and any other post 18 option was not 

acceptable.  As an example of how the institutional habitus (Reay et al. 2009) of a school 
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can affect the career decisions of student, careers’ advisers also spoke of the impact of 

the school on their own work.  Two advisers explained that they had been instructed to 

only promote universities as a post 18 option, despite the statutory requirement (DfE, 

2017) to present multiple options.  For one, the reason cited was “that parents wouldn’t 

like it”. This suggests that the school is concerned about its reputation and standing 

within the community, or in Bourdieusian terminology, their field, and would see the 

negativity associated with apprenticeships as potentially damaging.   

 

Also related to a school or college’s reputation is the destination of their post 18 students.  

All schools and colleges are required to produce publicly available destination data by 

DfE.  At the time of the field work, destination data only focused on progression into 

education and not apprenticeships.  If students did not move to university, this was often 

seen as damaging their reputation.  However, this was not the same for all schools.  My 

own professional experience identified that private schools saw degree apprenticeships 

as a positive addition to post 18 options, suggesting they were more confident with their 

position in their field.  In conferences (The Good Schools Guide and Wellington 

Academy, 2018, 2019) the message was that that degree apprenticeships were good for 

students who were less academic and couldn’t achieve the grades required for the 

Russell Group.  The premise was that the students had the cultural and social capital 

needed to manage the application process as well as being in receipt of good support 

from the school.   The potential for the school to highlight that students had gone to large 

international companies was seen as a good marketing tool for attracting new students 

to the school.  Nevertheless, there was still an underlying concern as to how to counter 

the negative perception of apprenticeships when talking to parents.  The differences 

between the numbers of new apprentices related to their backgrounds, as analysed 

above and in Chapter 2, would suggest that the negative perception is reducing.  If this 

continues, and private schools and middle-class families realise the benefit of a degree 

apprenticeship, and ‘push’ their children to the fore, Bourdieu’s premise that success in 

education is a result of the social class into which they are born.  As the ‘middle class 

grab’ (Chapter 8) increases, the degree apprenticeship is rendered unable to facilitate 

any change to widening participation and the social replication seen in English education 

to date.   

 

The different attitudes towards degree apprenticeships by school leaders, intensifies the 

inconsistency in CEIAG that is offered to a student as discussed earlier.  In a school that 

sees them as a positive addition to post 18 options, time and money will be directed to 

their promotion and subsequent support for students in their applications.  In one that 
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sees them as negative, promotion can be actively discouraged.  Therefore institutional 

habitus has affected the individual student.  For the student from a deprived background, 

who may have limited support at home, this will again, affect their potential to access a 

degree apprenticeship.    

 

In addition, government narrative regarding the importance of good CEIAG does not 

match actions to improve the service (Chapters 3 and 8).  Careers’ advisers spoke of 

their frustration with changing government directives and the expectation that the 

Careers and Enterprise Company (CEC) were seen by the government as the answer to 

the inconsistency.  Several saw this as an insult to their professionalism and experience 

and found that the CEC was not a helpful addition, backing up the Chair of the Education 

Select Committee’s concerns in 2019.  A continual lack of support or recognition of 

careers’ professionals and lack of concrete financial intervention to support CEIAG in 

schools, demonstrates a misappreciation of the reality of the needs of young people in 

helping their decision making. The most recent return to the deficit discourse as seen in 

the latest directives to universities regarding widening participation activities, only 

exacerbates this problem.   

 

Careers’ advisers also spoke of their frustration with finding degree apprenticeship 

vacancies, or any information other than ‘degree without debt’ marketing.  They 

explained how the lack of transparency and consistency in information and position 

adverts led to difficulties for students.  Students were confused by the marketing 

surrounding degree apprenticeships, with little understanding of regional variations in 

availability.  University interviewees also described how comprehensive information 

alongside the government announcements led to confusion in that students expected to 

apply to a university and were contacting them for information.  Several careers’ advisers 

indicated that a central application system incorporated within UCAS would resolve many 

of the issues surrounding the lack of consistency and transparency in the application 

process.  Expectation of this was also found in examination of government 

documentation and select committees.  However, this points to a fundamental lack of 

understanding from multiple stakeholders that degree apprenticeships are demand-led 

vacancies that are only available if a company has a position to be filled.  Vacancies do 

not only appear once a year in accordance with the academic cycle, and, therefore, it 

would be difficult for UCAS to administer a central application system.  The company 

decides on the vacancy, the university to work with and who should be selected.  In this 

respect, the university takes on the role of a training provider with very little say in who 

they teach as an apprentice, apart from ensuring they meet the academic requirement.  
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As such, this impacts their ability to have a positive input into increasing the numbers of 

apprentices from low socio-economic backgrounds. 

 

While it must be recognised that degree apprenticeships are in their infancy and that 

numbers have grown, the number of positions available are still very small and 

competition is very high.   One interviewee (Employer 2) explained how in 2018 they 

created 75 degree apprenticeship positions aimed at school leavers.  2,500 people 

registered, 300 were taken to the assessment centre, 75 were offered conditional 

positions (conditional on achieving the required A-level grades) and 25 were offered 

waiting list places.   Application numbers were the same for the following year.  Other 

interviewees also spoke of high applicant numbers.   

 

All employer interviewees involved with recruiting school and college leavers for their 

degree apprenticeship positions explained how the recruitment process followed similar 

lines to their graduate recruitment, made up of multiple stages within the selection 

process.  Recognising the difficulties for some students, particularly those with limited 

support such as students from low socio-economic backgrounds, employers explained 

how there were tutorials and practice sessions to help familiarise students with the 

process.  One university interviewee outlined how they had a programme with local 

schools to help the students prepare for the selection process.  Another spoke of how 

they worked hard with local first-generation students to understand how their lived 

experiences (such as caring for family members, volunteering, and part time jobs), all 

offered transferable skills to be highlighted on their application form.  It was felt that these 

would automatically be pushed by a middle-class parent who had the capital to know 

how to play the system.  This was an example of how a university used best practices 

from their widening participation activities for traditional degree applicants for their 

degree apprenticeship applicants.  

 

However, these interventions, along with careers advice and guidance, are often 

localised and not consistent.  Apprentice interviewees also spoke of their shock at being 

up against older candidates with degrees which impacted their confidence during their 

interview.  The need for economic, social and cultural capitals, as conceptualised by 

Bourdieu, to succeed in the recruitment process, was clear from interviewee responses.  

Descriptions and personal experience of supporting students through the multiple stages 

of the process showed the difference in possession of those capital between those from 

different socio-economic levels.   
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Many interviewees found it difficult to mitigate the inconsistencies found in the support 

students received from schools and parents.   University representatives detailed how 

many middle class parents employed their cultural capital by being ‘on the ball’ and 

working hard to ‘game the system’ by finding out as much as they could to assist their 

child in the application process.  “The non-profit sector is a very white middle class kind 

of scene, and parents are familiar with that charity scene and so will have an advantage 

because they know what you need to do in order to get in.” (Higher Tariff University 1, 

Director of Skills and Employer Relations).  Conversely it was reported that lower class 

parents were more risk averse and concerned with whether the degree apprenticeship 

would result in a real degree and whether their children would be able to move into a 

different job in the future.  From my own experience, the actions of middle-class parents 

who used their networks to provide additional help to their child, replicates parental 

behaviour regarding traditional degrees, often to the amazement of the employers 

interviewed.   

 

The benefits of the degree apprenticeship were recognised by all interviewees: the ability 

to gain a degree, relevant business experience and no debt, with many degree 

apprentices securing a permanent role after the apprenticeship.  Clearly, for companies 

investing in degree apprenticeships, this is a key goal, as many said they were 

developing their talent pool.  Employers explained how the degree apprentice graduate 

became highly desirable in the labour market, with several stressing how they would 

prefer to hire a degree apprentice graduate from another company over and above a 

traditional graduate due to their business experience.  In addition, they recognised the 

effort and dedication that was required to complete a degree apprenticeship and felt that 

made a good potential employee.    Subsequent questioning as to whether that view 

would still hold if the traditional graduate came from a higher tariff university and the 

degree apprentice graduate from a lower tariff university revealed a resounding ‘yes’ 

from all employers.   The type of university would not make a difference, the combination 

of the experience in the workplace and the degree learning was the key.  This points to 

the fact that government narrative regarding the need for higher tariff universities to be 

engaged with degree apprenticeships does not need to have a place in the degree 

apprenticeship landscape.  The reality is that universities who have always worked with 

local employers through vocational degrees and do it well are best placed to deliver 

degree apprenticeships as they are doing regardless of their perceived hierarchical 

position.   
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This feedback has the potential to change the stakes of the game that a middle class 

student plays to distinguish themself from a working class student and retain their class 

position as suggested by Bourdieusian theory.  In today’s labour market a degree is seen 

by so many as essential (Chapter 6, section 6.4).  As the number of traditional university 

graduates continues to grow, employers will increasingly use a 2:1 and a high tariff 

university as a filter for applications.  As a result, the middle classes need to ensure they 

distinguish themselves further and this often takes the form of an internship to 

demonstrate experience in the workplace.  Often unpaid and gained through their own 

or their parents’ social network, these internships are still seen as the preserve of the 

middle classes (Universities UK, 2016).  The degree apprenticeship clearly has that 

workplace experience built in and is therefore attractive to middle class students to 

ensure they retain their dominance over lower classes.  However, given the lack of 

engagement from Russell Group and higher tariff universities, the middle class take up 

of degrees apprenticeship reduces their traditional preference for those universities, as 

they prioritise the value of the work experience over the degree awarding university.  

Nevertheless, it must be remembered that the student does not chose the university, it 

is decided by the employer and sometimes not even referred to in a job advert.  

 

Degree apprenticeships are still in their infancy.  However, over time, an increase in their 

availability at higher-tariff universities could appeal to more middle-class applicants.  If 

that were to happen, following traditional behaviour relating to university choice, the 

middle class applicant would conflate the perceived reputation of the university and 

company with their own standing in the labour market.   As a result an artificial notion is 

created that the best degree apprenticeship goes hand in hand with an international 

company or a Russell Group university and apply for them.   These positions could then 

evolve to suit more middle-class applicants, thus driving a greater divide between 

education for students from different backgrounds thus perpetuating the cycle.   

 

9.4 Recommendations for policy and practice 
This section presents the key recommendations of this thesis for those engaged in policy, 

implementation and delivery, or research in degree apprenticeships.  Gaps between 

government narrative and the reality of the implementation and delivery highlight that 

more needs to be done to support young people from low socio-economic backgrounds 

if degree apprenticeships are to deliver on the ambition of increasing widening 

participation.  The degree apprenticeship has the potential to break down the class-

based distinction between academic and vocational learning but only if progression 
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routes are firmly embedded and made clear across the whole education system.  

Focusing on clear, high-quality provision across all types of learning would help to instil 

a parity of value to the individual school leaver and truly offer different viable routes to 

higher education and therefore widen participation.   If a viable alternative route to a 

degree for young people from a socially deprived background social is to remain an 

ambition for degree apprenticeships, I recommend the following changes to policy and 

practice.   

 

9.4.1 Accessibility  

9.4.1.1 Recruitment process  

As discussed, the recruitment process lies with the employer and the university is only 

involved with setting the academic entry requirements.  Accessibility for the 

disadvantaged student could be increased in the following ways:   

• Employers should consider how the multi-stage recruitment process, often seen 

in degree apprenticeship recruitment favours the middle classes and 

disincentives young people from disadvantaged backgrounds.  A greater 

transparency in the recruitment process, with clear expectations laid out, would 

help build the young person with confidence in their application ability and help 

to reduce the fear of the unknown – both individual barriers to access.   

• Colleges, schools and employers could create a targeted approach to 

recruitment, working together to highlight local opportunities to students. 

Widening participation activities such as residentials, open days, confidence 

building workshops are already in place in universities.  Best practices could be 

built on to include employers in such outreach activities.   

• Employers could be incentivised to use level 6 degree apprenticeships to develop 

a talent pool for intermediate level roles recognising the benefits of developing 

young people in house as evidenced in Chapter 8, section 8.6.   

• Continued investigation between IfATE and employers to develop a quality 

platform for degree apprenticeships to be advertised.  

 

9.4.1.2 Progression pathways 

As discussed in Chapter 2, the changes to post 16 education pathways have potentially 

created a barrier to movement between vocation and academic pathways through the 

narrative created and how schools and colleges will use a tracking system to determine 

the ‘correct’ path for a young person.  If the vocational route is seen as a route for the 
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less academic student and leads them to a route (such as a level 3 apprenticeship) that 

does not allow for progression to a degree apprenticeship, the degree apprenticeship 

potential to reduce the academic / vocational divide will be lost.  To mitigate this I 

suggest: 

• Better communication between universities, schools and colleges to gain a fuller 

appreciation of the benefits of T-levels and how applied learning can feed into 

and enhance the contextual learning required in academic rigour. 

• Universities to offer potential ‘top up’ modules embedded in degree 

apprenticeships to fill any learning gaps.  This is often conditional for traditional 

degrees where entry requirements do not stipulate a specific A level subject (such 

as Maths) but a higher level of knowledge is required than GCSE.    

• Universities, UCAS and IfATE to work together to consider how relevant level 3 

apprenticeships can become tariff point earning or be considered an appropriate 

entry point for higher apprenticeships. 

• IfATE to clarify how each apprenticeship supports access to the next level of 

apprenticeship, job or education.  This will increase transparency surrounding 

career potential for the young person, particularly when making choices at 18.   

• Careers’ advisers, schools and colleges to be better informed as to the career 

progression potential to support young people and debunk any lack of 

transferability myths.      

 

9.4.2 Availability 

Degree apprenticeships are only available if an employer deems there to be a need for 

a role to be filled or created within their organisation, for which an apprentice is seen as 

appropriate investment of time and levy monies.  Level 7 apprenticeships fulfil a role in 

upskilling staff, however examination of the extent to which they have been used to 

rebadge previous training needs to be considered.  And, as discussed, the number of 

level 7 apprenticeships impacts the availability of level 6 apprenticeships appropriate for 

the school leaver.  Therefore I have considered recommendations that would increase 

availability of level 6 degree apprenticeships.   

• Employers should be incentivised to consider social mobility as a target for 

employment as well as diversity and equality.  The use of contextual information, 

as used in traditional university applications, would highlight the different 

challenges faced by social deprivation.  This would create a potential for them to 

be recognised and smooth the process of contextual admissions for those from 
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low socio-economic backgrounds and help to reduce the impact of a recruitment 

process favouring middle classes.   

• Policy changes to limit the availability of degree apprenticeship for people with a 

degree.  Upskilling or retraining could only be available if the degree has limited 

reference to the role such as an English degree for Nursing, rather than 

Chartered Management.  This could release funds for use of more technical roles 

or for SMEs to access degree apprenticeships. 

• A greater use of LEPs to bring together educational organisations and employers 

to ensure regional needs are being met as well as specific company needs. This 

could provide cohesion between the social mobility agenda, the levelling up 

agenda and productivity agenda.  In addition, LEPs, if given the right remit could 

provide a useful conduit between all organisations involved to mitigate the lack 

of institutional complementarities in a CME that enhances vocational education.   

• Further investigation to determine the lack of engagement of degree 

apprenticeships with SMEs.  A greater use of them could reduce regional cold 

spots, but an understanding is necessary before any policy changes are put into 

place.   

 

9.4.3 Authority  

The government has the ultimate authority as the creators of policy to determine the 

route of travel for degree apprenticeships that will lead to their sustainability and potential 

for widening participation.  This concluding sub section covers just three changes that 

the government could undertake to secure degree apprenticeships in the education 

landscape thus increase their availability and ensure accessibility to all.  I therefore 

recommend: 

 

9.4.3.1 Increase the inclusion of degrees in level 6 and 7 apprenticeships 

The inclusion of degrees should be encouraged within the standards rather than the 

current rules surrounding mandated qualifications. These should be relaxed with the 

recognition that the negative perception of apprenticeships will take a long time to be 

turned around if at all ever.  The degree has status in the labour market, status in society 

and is still a sought after qualification for many young people. It is also recognised on 

the global labour market.  Therefore Trailblazers should be asked to demonstrate where 

there is no need for a degree to be included rather than the need for a degree to be 

included.   
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9.4.3.2 Invest in careers, education, advice and guidance 

Successive governments have highlighted how high quality CEIAG is necessary for 

social mobility in order to support young people in their career decisions and access to 

further education opportunities.  The various initiatives have not reaped the expected 

rewards as discussed in Chapter 3. Recognition of CEIAG as a profession and not just 

something ‘that anyone with a job can do’ is essential to creating a good service.  

Government should work together with young people, schools, colleges, universities and 

employers to determine what good CEIAG means to determine what is really necessary 

to support young people in their post 16 and 18 career decisions and invest accordingly.  

 

9.4.3.3 Address the lack of equality of opportunity  

This thesis has highlighted the impact of a lack of equality in opportunity in one very 

small area of education.  A lack of positions available in certain locations or to SMEs, a 

lack of accessibility for socially deprived young people and a middle class grab all serve 

to cement social inequalities in higher education and the professions.  Investment in 

vocational and technical education will only serve to redress those inequalities if the 

opportunities are available for everyone.  Now degree apprenticeships have been in 

place for 5 years, I recommend the government examine the ways in which they are 

being used, and what the impact that the actions of employers, universities, IfATE, 

schools, parents and young people has on accessibility for the young socially deprived 

student.   Only then, will government understand what interventions are required to 

ensure equality of opportunity and realise their ambition that degree apprenticeships can 

provide social mobility.   

 

9.5 Strengths and limitations of the research 
My research brings together a multi-level, multi-stakeholder perspective that adds to the 

limited body of literature on degree apprenticeships.  In doing so, I have attempted to 

present a simplified view of a complicated landscape by detangling a complex policy 

landscape.  The research explicitly demonstrations  how different stakeholders work to 

their own agenda rather than one that is of benefit to the individual young person 

attempting to become a degree apprentice.   

 

The analysis of the data through a critical realist perspective employing Varieties of 

Capitalism scholarship and Bourdieusian theory goes beyond a macro/micro dynamic 
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and presents an overview of the structures and mechanisms found to hamper degree 

apprenticeship potential for widening participation.  This allows those engaged with 

apprenticeship reforms and policy development to consider the bigger picture rather than 

superficially address the barriers that present themselves.   

 

A further strength is that the the research also provided a discursive space for different 

stakeholders, including degree apprentices and careers’ advisers, to voice their 

concerns with the coneptualisation,  implementation, accessibility and delivery. 

Interviewees welcomed the fact that I was interviewing multiple stakeholders and hoped 

that, as a result, some of the barriers for students from low socio-economic backgrounds 

would be better understood and addressed by policy makers.    

 

My research was limited by a scarcity of available statistics specifically relating to degree 

apprenticeships rather than all level 6 and 7 apprenticeships.  The timing of the research 

was affected by the General Election, closely followed by the COVID 19 Pandemic.  

These resulted in planned interviews with politicians being cancelled, however as 

discussed in Chapter 5, I engaged with government documents and Education Select 

Committtee Hearings offered. 

 

While acknowleding that all surveys contain a level of bias, using CBI/Pearson Education 

and Skills Surveys (2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019) enabled the examination and 

comparison of year on year employer views of education and skills since the creation of 

degree apprenticeships.  CBI surveys have been an important element in testing of 

government policies (Butt, 2015), but this thesis is mindful that the CBI’s purpose is the 

represent the views of their undisclosed membership,  and lobby the government on their 

behalf.  In addition, Pearson offer BTECs as part of their qualification suite, some of 

which are being replaced by T levels as discussed in Chapter 2, section 2.4.1.  Cognisant 

of how any potential lobbying agenda may affect their surveys, future research could 

benefit from a greater comparison of these surveys with DfE Employer Skills Surveys.    

 

Due to the infancy of degree apprenticeships, the policy landscape has shifted 

considerably in a relatively short space of time. It has sometimes been difficult  to capture 

all of the changes to degree apprenticeships and reforms to vocational education and 

training that has the potential to effect their role in widening participation.    

 



 

 241 

9.5  Contribution to knowledge and theory 
This is the first study to have interviewed a variety of key stakeholders in degree 

apprenticeships and therefore provides an original contribution to knowledge.  Focusing 

the analysis on layered complexities of those relationships, interwoven in social reality, 

provides an original contribution to the emerging body of literature on degree 

apprenticeships.  As a lens for understanding the reality of the widening participation 

ambition for degree apprenticeships, this demonstrates how the current degree 

apprenticeship landscape serves to continue the social reproduction seen in education 

in England.   

 

Adopting a theoretical framework that combines Varieties of Capitalism scholarship and 

Bourdieu’s practices identifies a way of understanding how institutional configurations, 

inter-firm political processes and internal power relations are interlinked.  Situating this 

framework within a critical realistic perspective adds to the ability to explain how social 

relations and processes that condition certain institutional patterns influence 

organisational behaviour.   

 

This thesis also contributes to skills policy and implementation literature where there was 

a gap with degree apprenticeships.  The misalignment of the apprenticeships reforms 

with our liberal market economy, together with multiple ambitions associated with degree 

apprenticeships have resulted in a complex landscape that is unhelpful to all 

stakeholders.    

 

This thesis also adds to the body of literature on widening participation in higher 

education and the impact of the structures and mechanisms in place, informed by the 

research of Burke (2012) Bathmaker (2015) and Reay (2017).  It swells the research 

surrounding the value of vocational education and training, and its position in the English 

education and training landscape.  In addition, this thesis supplements the growing 

debate regarding the need to reduce the academic / vocational divide perpetuated by 

the language used by successive governments together with the binary education 

system that has been put into place through the technical education reforms.  Moreover, 

it enhances discussions around recognising the value in different types of education and 

education providers rather than pushing for parity of esteem based around a middle-

class hierarchy of aspirations that facilitates social reproduction in education.    
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Finally, this thesis has opened a opened a space for discussion between the various 

stakeholders by making each aware of the perspectives, constrains and opportunities 

each of the others holds.  This provides a basis for a discussion of how they could 

become better aligned and improve the degree apprenticeship as a real alternative for 

the young school or college leaver from a low socio-economic background.   

 
9.6  Future Research Directions  
This thesis presents an exploration of the ways in which the degree apprenticeship model 

is interpreted, implemented, and delivered. It considers its position within the wider skills 

policy and its potential for widening participation in higher education.  As such, it presents 

a starting point for further research.  For degree apprenticeships to have a positive 

impact of widening participation, a deeper analysis of more robust data (if produced by 

government statistics) would also allow for a greater understanding of who is accessing 

degree apprenticeships.  Investigation through Longitudinal Education Outcomes (LEO) 

data will allow for a picture of the career progression potential and realisation of degree 

apprenticeship graduates.   

 

This thesis has concentrated on the accessibility of degree apprenticeships for school 

and college leavers from low socioeconomic backgrounds.  Further analysis of other 

underrepresented groups in higher education could offer a different evaluation of the 

degree apprenticeship potential to impact widening participation.  

 

Detailed examination of how the apprenticeship levy and mandated qualification 

regulations determine sector and firm engagement with degree apprenticeships is 

warranted.  This would allow for an exploration of what is needed to encourage a greater 

take-up from small and medium enterprises to develop their workforce and talent pipeline 

through degree apprenticeships.   

  

9.7  Concluding thoughts and addressing the research question 
This thesis has brought the complexities of the degree apprenticeships landscape to the 

fore when considering their potential impact on widening participation in higher 

education.  The answer to the research question: Can degree apprenticeships assist 
with widening participation in higher education? is that in their current incarnation 

they can only have a minimal impact on widening participation.   
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The multiple government ambitions for degree apprenticeships and the desire for them 

to be employer-led has meant that employers are able to use the apprenticeship levy to 

suit the needs of their company to fill the skills gaps as required.  This has resulted in 

limited numbers of degree apprenticeships available to 18/19-year-old school and 

college leavers as an alternative to the traditional route for a degree.   Moreover, the 

selection process for them often replicates that of the traditional graduate recruitment 

process which favours those who are in possession of a high level of economic, cultural, 

and social capitals and have good support networks to help navigate the process.  The 

recruitment responsibility lies with the employer and therefore universities are very 

limited in their ability to have any meaningful input into encouraging and enrolling 

students from low socio-economic backgrounds into degree apprenticeships.   

 

A continued government rhetoric regarding the creation parity of esteem between 

academic and vocational education strengthens the perception that academic and 

vocational education are in competition with each and that academic is better than 

vocational rather than each being valued for what they are.  High quality degree 

apprenticeships can bridge that divide.   Given that the desire for parity of esteem has 

long been sought after but never been achieved, maybe chasing parity of esteem is 

unwarranted.  Alternatively, we should be able to celebrate the different types of 

educational routes for the value that they offer the individual and for each route to be 

given parity of investment and quality.  

 

For there to be a reduction in the divide between vocational and academic education 

there needs to be a seismic shift change in socio-cultural attitudes because the 

vocational and academic divide “is so deep seated in institutional divisions and peculiarly 

English cultural attitudes” (Fisher and Simmons, 2012).  The relationship between class 

and skills holds fast.  Imagine the scenario of a middle-class dinner party where the 

conversation was about a child’s plan to read Medicine or Law or Accountancy at 

university.  All seen as highly respectable professions.  There would likely be much talk 

about following a vocation to that profession, and how it was a highly academic course 

(qualified by the high grades required). But there would be no mention that their child 

was taking a vocational course, which as defined by the practical learning within the 

course related to a specific job means that the course is vocational.  The middle and 

working classes are differentiated by different levels of ascribed skill and achieved skill 

(Warhurst et al. 2017) and employers justify a preference for middle class employees 

citing customer and shareholder preferences.  Compound this with the fact that the 

vocational route has been seen as an option for ‘other people’s children’ and a class 
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preference prevails.  The non-graduate route has not been trusted for many years, nearly 

three-quarters of parents think that vocational education is not a reliable route for their 

children to pursue a good career (Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission, 2016).  

The degree apprenticeship is helping to reduce that view for middle class parents. But 

this comes at a cost to the young person from a low socio-economic background as 

those from high socio-economic backgrounds dominate the successful candidates.   

 

The degree apprenticeship landscape comprises multiple stakeholders who have limited 

or no traditional coordination with each other or incentive for coordination.  Stakeholders 

need to fight to retain their position within their field and across the different fields that 

make up the landscape. Government decisions regarding vocational education and 

training are steeped in an inability to recognise the need for institutional complementarity 

for such a change to be successful.    

 

Through offering a discursive space in which participants could voice their frustrations 

and satisfactions with the degree apprenticeship model, I was able to ensure that 

peoples’ experiences, perceptions, and actions were placed at the centre of the 

research, and that one viewpoint was not given a more privileged position.  All 

stakeholders interviewed had a common interest in seeing degree apprenticeships 

succeed, even though their perceptions of success differed.  This highlights the desire 

and need for a recognised high quality work- based learning route which includes degree 

study, with a clear career path to be accessible to all.   Using Varieties of Capitalism 

scholarship together with Bourdieu’s theory of practice, through a critical realist 

perspective, I emphasised how the wider socio-economic landscape impacts the degree 

apprenticeship potential to increase widening participation in higher education.  My 

assertion, reinforced by my data and analysis as presented in this thesis, is that under 

its current guise the degree apprenticeship is a square peg in a round hole.   

 

The overarching aim of this thesis is to investigate the potential for degree 

apprenticeships to assist with widening participation in higher education.  I have achieved 

this by presenting an analysis of the experiences and perceptions of multiple 

stakeholders engaged with degree apprenticeships.  In order to do this, I have engaged 

with the complexity of the degree apprenticeship landscape from a multi-layered, 

relational perspective to understand the interconnectedness of the different stakeholder 

perceptions and actions.  I have identified the structures and mechanisms that hamper 

the potential for degree apprenticeships to impact widening participation.  By outlining 
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these and offering practical steps to changing degree apprenticeship policy and practices 

to enable greater access for the school or college leaver from a low socio-economic 

background, I hope that this will be a useful contribution to the battle to disrupt social 

reproduction in higher education and the professions.   
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Appendix	A:	Interviewee	List		

Macro Interviews 

Primary Focus Role  
Education  Policy Lead  

Social Mobility  Policy Director  

Technical Education Policy Lead 

Higher Education Head of Policy  

Technical Education Policy Adviser 

Business Policy Lead 

Business Head of Policy 

Higher Education  Head of Policy  

Higher Education  Policy Lead 

Business  Policy Director  

  
University Interviews  

Higher Tariff University 1 
Director of Skills and Employer Relations 

Apprenticeship Manager 

Higher Tariff University 2 

Director Policy and Planning 

Policy Manager 

Teaching Fellow 

Senior Lecturer 

Higher Tariff University 3 
Programme Director 

Head of Faculty  

Higher Tariff University 4 Head of School 

Middle Tariff University 1 

Head of School 

Lecturer 

Senior Lecturer 

Operations Manager 

Middle Tariff University 2  Director of Apprenticeships 

Lower Tariff University 1 
Head of Business Development 

Degree Apprenticeship Manager 

Lower Tariff University 2 Head of Business Development 

Lower Tariff University 3 

Director of Apprenticeships 

Senior Lecturer 

Staff Tutor 

Head of Department 
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Apprenticeship Operations Manager 

Lower Tariff University 4 
Higher and Degree Apprenticeship 

Manager 

  
Employer Interviews 

Employer 1 - Public Sector  HR Director 

Employer 2 - Public Sector  Apprenticeship Programme Manager 

Employer 3 - Consultancy   Schools Engagement Manager 

Employer 4 - Finance  Chief Operations Officer 

Employer 5 - Finance  Senior Manager 

Employer 6 - Digital  
Apprenticeship Recruitment Manager 

Apprenticeship Programme Manager 

Employer 7 - Digital Head of Apprenticeships 

Employer 8 - Digital Apprenticeship Programme Manager 

Employer 9 - Education Head of Department 

  
Careers Adviser Interviews 

Selective School 

Careers Adviser 1 

Careers Adviser 2 

Careers Adviser 3 

Non Selective School 

Careers Adviser 4 

Careers Adviser 5 

Careers Adviser 6 

Careers Adviser 7 

Careers Adviser 8 

  
DTS Apprentice Interviews 

Banking and Finance 
Apprentice 1, Employer 5  

Apprentice 2, Employer 5  

Consultancy 

Apprentice 1, Employer 10 

Apprentice 2, Employer 10 

Apprentice 3, Employer 10 

Apprentice 4, Employer 10 
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Appendix	B	Information	and	Consent	Form	

 INFORMATION SHEET AND CONSENT FORM 

An investigation into the impact of Degree Apprenticeships on  

widening participation in higher education in England 

Researcher: Jane Mackay (jem90@bath.ac.uk)                Lead supervisor: Dr Felicia Fai (mnsfmf@bath.ac.uk) 

Purpose of the project: The introduction of degree apprenticeships in 2015 set out to meet economic needs 
and address employers’ future requirements for a highly trained workforce.  A further ambition was to offer a 
credible, alternative route for school leavers to achieve a degree, particularly those from underrepresented groups 
in higher education. My research focuses on building a picture of the impact of the strategic decisions, 
development and delivery of degree apprenticeships, in order to examine the progress and potential of this last 
ambition.  As a result, a major aspect of my research is focused on building a picture of the strategic decisions 
and experiences of key stakeholders, apprentices, employers and universities who are engaging with degree 
apprenticeships. 

Data collection and storage: All data will be obtained and managed in accordance with the UK Data Protection 
Act and University of Bath regulations.  Our discussion will be recorded and transcribed and only shared, if 
necessary, with my supervisory team.  Information arising from our discussion will only be used for the purposes 
of this research.  Data will be anonymised meaning that your name or organisation’s name or other identifying 
information will not be disclosed in any presentation or publication of the research.  All data collected during the 
project including personal, identifiable data will be treated as confidential, stored as a password protected file or 
in a locked cabinet. This storage of data is in accordance with GDPR.  Data will be kept for 3 years and may be 
used in future research with your consent with the same data protection safeguards.  You may request a copy of 
the transcript if you wish.   

Withdrawal: If you feel uncomfortable with any of the questions, you may decline to answer those specific 
questions.  You may also withdraw from the study completely, and your answers will not be used.  If you later 
decide that you wish to withdraw from the study, you may email me, and I will remove your responses from my 
analysis and findings and destroy your responses and transcripts.   There will be no consequence to you 
withdrawing from the research.  

University of Bath Privacy Notice: The University of Bath privacy notice can be found here: 

https://www.bath.ac.uk/corporate-information/university-of-bath-privacy-notice-for-research-participants/. 

Researcher’s signature:                                   Name in Block Capitals:  Jane Mackay    Date:  ………………… 

I have read and understood the contents of this consent and briefing form, and freely and voluntarily agree to 
participate in this research.   

Participant’s signature:  ……               ……….    Name in Block Capitals:  ………………………Date: …………  
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Appendix	C:	Examples	of	Data	Analysis	

 

 

Table 8 Thematic analysis steps 

Step Steps for thematic analysis Notes 
1 Familiarisation with data Listening, transcribe, review of interviews. 

Observations of tone of voice / body 

language (where appropriate) 

Familiarisation with relevant political 

speeches and Education Select Committee 

Hearings 

2 Initial lists of codes generated for 

data set combined with codes 

generated from literature review  

Master document created with codes from 

theory, initial codes and relevant interview 

excepts.  Interview experts included 

contextual information 

3 Consideration of how codes 

could form broader themes 

Highlighting of boarder codes across 

individual data sets - Figures A and B   

4 Review of broad themes within 

each interview group and then 

across whole data set 

Reviewing themes in interview group and 

whole data set – Figure C across an 

interview group, Figure D cross check 

across whole data set 

 

5 Defining and names the themes Final themes, sub themes – Figure E  

6 Writing the results chapters   
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Figure 22 Steps 3 and 4 consideration of how codes could form broader themes  

 

 

Figure 23 Creating broad themes  
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 Figure 24 Examination of themes in one interview group  
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Figure 25 Crosscheck of themes and sub themes across whole data set 
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Figure 26 Final themes and sub themes and group interests 
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Appendix	 D:	 English	 University,	 degree	 apprenticeship	 and	

widening	participation			
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1 University of Cambridge RG 100% 212 95.4 69.1 4.7

3 University of Oxford RG 97% 206 97.8 62.2 4.2

6 Durham University RG 90% 191 96.0 63.5 6.9

7 Imperial College London RG 89% 189 90.3 65.9 4.1

11 UCL (University College London) RG 82% 174 92.0 67.3 3.8 2

12 University of Bath 82% 174 97.1 71.8 5.5 2

13 King's College London, University of London RG 81% 172 78.7 76.6 3.8

14 University of Bristol RG 80% 170 94.2 71.3 6.0

14 University of Bristol RG 80% 170 94.2 71.3 6.0

16 LSE RG 79% 167 98.2 67.1 5.0

17 University of Manchester RG 79% 167 91.8 84.3 8.9

18 University of Exeter RG 77% 163 92.9 64.5 6.4 5 2

19 University of Warwick RG 77% 163 91.0 80.3 6.6 9 3

21 University of Leeds RG 75% 159 92.5 81.7 8.1 1 2

22 University of Birmingham RG 75% 159 95.6 82.5 7.6 1 5

23 SOAS University of London 74% 157 84.8 85.3 2.8

24 University of Southampton RG 73% 155 91.1 87.2 7.5

25 St George's, University of London 73% 155 68.2 88.0 5.1 1

28 University of York RG 72% 153 93.9 82.1 9.5

29 Newcastle University RG 72% 153 94.5 75.5 8.2 3

31 Loughborough University 71% 151 98.1 83.7 7.9 2

32 University of Sheffield RG 71% 151 88.0 88.2 10.4 5

33 Lancaster University 71% 151 95.6 89.4 8.2

34 University of Nottingham RG 71% 151 92.6 78.8 7.1 3 3

36 Queen Mary University of London RG 70% 148 91.0 92.5 3.6 2 1

37 University of Surrey 70% 148 88.6 91.1 6.8 1

40 Arts University Bournemouth 69% 146 87.7 95.8 11.1

41 Liverpool John Moores University FP 68% 144 82.7 97.3 16.9 8 2

43 Northumbria University, Newcastle FP 68% 144 80.3 93.6 17.2 12 5

44 University of Sussex 67% 142 89.3 89.0 7.9

45 University of Liverpool RG 67% 142 92.6 87.7 8.6 1

46 University of East Anglia UEA 65% 138 88.7 89.6 11.6 2 2

47 City, University of London FP 65% 138 87.0 93.4 2.2 2

49 Royal Holloway, University of Londo... 64% 136 94.3 86.9 5.5

50 University for the Creative Arts 63% 134 82.8 97.9 15.0

51 University of Leicester 63% 134 90.6 90.9 10.1

52 University of the Arts London 62% 131 82.0 92.0 7.2

53 University of Plymouth FP 62% 131 70.7 94.5 15.1 6 1

54 Manchester Metropolitan University FP 62% 131 86.0 96.9 14.0 8 3

55 University of Kent 62% 131 91.5 93.6 10.2 4 4

56 Edge Hill University 61% 129 75.0 98.9 18.8 1 1

58 Norwich University of the Arts 61% 129 86.6 97.3 18.0

61 University of Huddersfield FP 60% 127 78.8 98.8 15.4 5 2

63 University of Salford 60% 127 73.1 98.3 15.5 5

64 Aston University, Birmingham 60% 127 94.6 99.8 10.7 15 4

65 University of Reading (Henley Business School) 60% 127 91.7 84.0 7.0 1 2

66 University of Bradford 60% 127 74.9 97.8 10.5 5 1

67 University of Central Lancashire FP 59% 125 60.8 98.6 14.2 12 3

68 Nottingham Trent University FP 59% 125 90.3 91.7 13.4 12 3

69 University of Hull 59% 125 68.1 95.6 27.6 5 1

70 Falmouth University 59% 125 81.9 93.4 9.5

72 Keele University 58% 123 85.0 93.3 19.7 1 3

73 University of Greenwich FP 58% 123 66.0 97.8 6.9 10 1

75 Goldsmiths, University of London 58% 123 78.0 93.1 5.3

76 Solent University (Southampton) 58% 123 65.0 97.0 18.2 4 1

77 Coventry University FP 58% 123 67.2 97.1 12.1 2

79 Oxford Brookes University FP 58% 123 84.1 69.9 6.9 3 4

80 Birmingham City University FP 57% 121 77.3 98.9 15.2 3 1

81 University of Buckingham 57% 121 57.9 78.8 7.8 6 3

82 Royal Agricultural University 57% 121 77.9 59.8 2.3

83 University of Chichester 57% 121 81.3 96.0 19.5 6 1
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84 Bristol, University of the West of ... FP 57% 121 75.1 94.3 15.6 10 5
86 University of Lincoln FP 57% 121 89.5 97.0 19.4 5 1
87 Brunel University London 57% 121 88.8 94.8 3.9 1 2
88 University of Westminster, London FP 56% 119 84.3 96.5 4.3 5 2
89 University of Derby 56% 119 64.0 97.9 23.9 5 2
90 University of Cumbria 56% 119 47.4 98.0 18.6 5 2
91 Staffordshire University FP 55% 117 64.9 98.9 28.2 8 2
92 University of Worcester 55% 117 64.4 97.1 14.7 1 1
93 Kingston University FP 55% 117 75.6 97.1 6.0 3
94 University of Chester 55% 117 66.6 97.1 21.4 3
95 Sheffield Hallam University FP 55% 117 79.9 97.4 23.6 21 5
96 Bournemouth University FP 55% 117 82.3 94.9 11.4 3 1
97 University of West London FP 55% 117 42.4 95.6 7.2 7 4
98 Liverpool Hope University 55% 117 80.8 98.5 23.4
99 Teesside University, Middlesbrough FP 55% 117 55.2 99.1 30.9 6 3
100 University of Brighton FP 55% 117 75.7 94.7 12.8 10 6
101 University of Sunderland FP 54% 114 34.7 96.5 28.6 6 3
102 University of Portsmouth FP 54% 114 86.7 96.8 15.7 6 3
103 Middlesex University FP 54% 114 65.7 98.9 4.0 10 1
104 University of Gloucestershire 54% 114 71.1 96.8 13.3 11 2
105 Plymouth Marjon University 53% 112 62.2 97.6 19.3
106 University of Bolton 52% 110 33.2 98.5 21.2 15 3
107 Ravensbourne University London 52% 110 82.6 95.2 5.9 3
108 University of Winchester 52% 110 81.6 96.1 14.9 6 2
109 De Montfort University FP 52% 110 84.6 97.2 14.7 6 3
110 Bath Spa University 52% 110 70.4 93.7 14.5
111 Anglia Ruskin University FP 52% 110 32.2 96.6 16.0 10 3
112 St Mary's University, Twickenham 52% 110 68.2 94.2 5.1
113 Newman University, Birmingham 52% 110 57.0 99.5 18.4
114 University of Hertfordshire FP 51% 108 76.1 97.8 7.0
115 Bishop Grosseteste University 51% 108 71.1 98.5 6 1 1
116 University of Wolverhampton FP 51% 108 53.5 98.2 21.7 15 1
117 University of East London FP 51% 108 44.8 97.3 8.4 8 1
118 University of Essex 51% 108 82.5 96.1 13.9 3 2
119 London South Bank University FP 51% 108 53.0 97.7 6.0 12 3
120 Leeds Beckett University FP 50% 106 86.5 95.0 17.3 9 3
121 Canterbury Christ Church University 50% 106 63.0 98.2 18.0 7 2
122 Buckinghamshire New University 49% 104 22.0 96.1 10.7 6 3
123 York St John University 49% 104 80.7 96.7 19.8 6 1
124 University of Northampton 49% 104 65.8 98.5 16.8 5 2
125 University of Roehampton 48% 102 56.4 97.7 4.3
126 University of Suffolk 48% 102 22.9 98.5 23.6 4 2
127 University of Bedfordshire 48% 102 25.6 98.7 9.0 9 2
128 Leeds Trinity University 48% 102 37.9 98.3 19.7 6 1
130 London Metropolitan University FP 44% 93 31.0 98.0 6.9

The Open University in England 9.8 100.0 28.0 5 2

*  RG - Russell Group,  FP - Former Polytechnic
Higher Tariff

Middle Tariff
Lower Tariff


