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   Exploring Advanced Apprentice progression onto higher learning  

The National Apprenticeship Ser-

vice (NAS) & AdvAnce 

Apprenticeships are an excellent 
way of gaining qualifications and 
workplace experience. As an em-
ployee, you can earn as you learn 
and gain practical skills from the 
workplace; as an employer they can 

help address your skills gaps, making your or-
ganisation more effective, productive and com-
petitive.  

There is, an increasing need for higher level 
skills. The AdvAnce findings have shown that 
despite apparently low levels of Advanced Ap-
prenticeship progression onto higher education, 
there remain a large number of apprentices who, 
given the right opportunities would continue their 
learning at a higher level. This can take a num-
ber of forms; the traditional higher education 
route, a higher level vocational qualification, or 
perhaps a Higher Apprenticeship. Higher Ap-
prenticeships are being developed which allow 
an individual to work towards higher level work-
based learning qualifications, such as NVQ Level 
4 and, in some cases, a knowledge-based quali-
fication such as a Foundation degree within an 
apprenticeship framework. 

In NAS we are keen to develop clear progression 
routes for apprentices and this presents both 
clear opportunities and challenges to the Higher 
Education sector to create a flexible offer  - in-
cluding possible apprenticeship frameworks be-
yond Level 4. The AdvAnce  project has pro-
vided some valuable insights to help support 
such progression.  

John Chudley SW Regional Director NAS, Chair 
AdvAnce Steering Group 
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AdvAnce Project, in conclusion... 

The AdvAnce  Project, funded by Devon and 
Cornwall Learning and Skills Council (LSC), came 
to an end in  September 2009, having achieved its 
aims, gathering valuable data on  work-based 
learner and apprenticeship progression to higher 
education (HE).  This has been particularly timely 
given the government commitment to apprentice-
ships, the establishment of the National Appren-
ticeship Service and the recent report of the Skills 
Commission (2009). 

This final Newsletter provides a summary of the 
AdvAnce  project’s work and signposts its fuller 
findings and resources to support progression.  

Low Apprenticeship progression to HE  

The numbers of apprentices progressing onto HE 
are low.  It appears to be in the region of 2-4% 
nationally (UVAC 2005, Leech 2008). Devon and 
Cornwall LSC exit data, suggested that out of 
2005/6 apprentice leavers only 1.13% (19) ex-
pected to progress onto higher education. How-
ever, data is sparse and not always reliable. The 
LSC data, for instance, excludes part-time learn-
ing. There is a need for more reliable data to bet-
ter understand progression trends and to help 
overcome possible  barriers.  

In response to this need the AdvAnce  team 
have undertaken 2 major data  gathering exer-
cises. The first surveying Advanced Apprentice 
and other work-based learner aspirations about 
progression to HE; the second, surveying the ex-
perience of HE learners who previously undertook 
apprenticeships. In doing so the project antici-
pated the Skills Commission (2009) report and 
some of its  recommendations . The  AdvAnce  
findings are outlined on pages 2 and 3.  

Leech, S (2008) The Step into HE Project  Aimhigher 
Greater Manchester 

Seddon, V (2005) An Analysis of the Progression of 
Advanced Apprentices to Higher Education In England. 
UVAC : 

Skills Commission (March 2009). Progression through 
apprenticeships. Skills Commission 
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Work-based learners: 

 HE aspirations 

The AdvAnce  project sought to find out more 
about the attitudes to HE of completing AAs and 
other work-based learners. In particular, how 
many aspired to progress onto higher learning 
and how did this compare with the numbers that 
actually managed to do so? 

Data collection and analysis 

Apprenticeship data was collated from LSC exit 
returns to provide a benchmark figure.  More 
extensive data on Advanced Apprentices and 
those involved in Train to Gain was then col-
lected directly by training providers, collated by 
the Training Provider Network and analysed by 
the AdvAnce  team.  Project funding was used 
to support returns and development of data 
gathering systems;  training providers being paid 
directly for their returns.  To ensure that the find-
ings were robust, a more in-depth analysis was 
undertaken of the first two tranches of data 
(2007 and 2008) by the University of Plymouth’s 
Socio-economic Research and Intelligence Ob-
servatory (SERIO).  This work was funded by 
the South West Lifelong Learning Network. 

For its analysis SERIO was able to draw on 
2007 and 2008  returns for 360 learners, from 12 
colleges and private training providers. Following 
the SERIO report, 2009 data for an additional 
463 learners has been received. 

High progression aspirations 

Whilst LSC and national figures suggest that ac-
tual  AA progression onto HE is less than 5% 
( see figure 1), there appear to be far more 
learners that would like to do so.   

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: AA Progression onto HE, SW Region LSC 
data 2003/6 (excluding part-time learners). 

The AdvAnce  findings showed a significant 
minority expecting  to undertake training at a 
higher level.  On finishing their AA: 

 38% expected to be undertaking higher level 
training after 6 months; 14% similar level 
training 

45% expected to be undertaking higher level 
training after 3 years; 12 % similar level train-
ing.                                      

                                                (SERIO 2009) 

 

These figures suggest significantly greater 
numbers of AAs aspiring to higher level learn-
ing than are actually doing so.  

Employer loyalty 

Learners showed loyalty to their employers; 
training did not seem to result in them leaving.   
The SERIO report showed that having com-
pleted their apprenticeship scheme: 

 82% expected to be  with their current em-
ployer after six months, 16% of these ex-
pecting to have been promoted.   

55% expected to be with their current em-
ployer after 3 years,  34% of these expect-
ing to have been promoted.  

The most recent data suggest that levels of 
loyalty have actually increased with 72% of 
learners expecting to be with their current em-
ployer after 3 years. This is perhaps not sur-
prising in a recession. 

Employers who have supported learners 
through apprentice schemes seemed likely to 
retain staff, particularly if there were incen-
tives for success, such as through promotion. 

 

Southern, Sutton and Coppock (2009). The pro-
gression aspirations of Advanced Apprentices and 
other work based learners: an analysis of AdvAnce
  Project findings. SERIO, University of Plymouth 

Case Study: Mat ,   Sen-

ior Design and Develop-

ment Engineer. 

 Mat took an Modern Ap-

prenticeship with a local 

company who allowed  him to continue 

studying up to Degree level at North Devon 

College. For the first three years of his stud-

ies Mat attended college on a day release 

basis where he was enrolled on the HNC/

HND programme in mechanical/

manufacturing engineering. Throughout his 

apprenticeship Mat’s company gave him 

excellent support and when he decided to 

convert his HND to BSc honours in me-

chanical design and manufacture they were 

pleased because they could see potential 

benefit for their business.  

Mat graduated with a first class Honours 

Degree in 1995 and works for the same 

company . 

 

Year 
SW 

Region  
Devon & 
Cornwall  

2003/4 0.45% 0.18% 

2004/5 0.58% 1.14% 

2005/6 0.62% 1.13% 



The HE experience of ex apprentices  

The AdvAnce  project also investigated  the ex-
perience of ex apprentices who had progressed 
onto HE.  

Data collection 

Working with the Higher Education Learning Part-
nerships (HELP) CETL at the University of Ply-
mouth, an on-line student survey was conducted 
of Foundation Degree, HND and HNC students 
enrolled with University of Plymouth Colleges. 
This survey was completed by nearly 260 stu-
dents (a 4.5% sample). Of the respondents 33 
(12.7%) were formerly on apprenticeship 
schemes; 21 were on Foundation Degrees, 11 on 
HNCs, and 1 on an HND.  

Six follow up focus groups were then staged , 
three involving stage 1 students, and three involv-
ing those at stage 2. A total of 100 students par-
ticipated.  It was not possible to organise a focus 
group made up exclusively of ex apprentices, al-
though two groups were made up of part-time 
learners, most of whom  were in employment.   

Whilst similar to the main survey cohort in a num-
ber of characteristics, the ex Apprenticeship sur-
vey respondents were more likely to be male 
(73% compared to 43%), 23 or over (76% com-
pared to 55%), working in a full time job directly 
related to their course (52% compared to 19%) 
and studying part-time (55% compared to 20%). 
More than a third of the ex Apprenticeship survey 
respondents had been on schemes related to En-
gineering or Manufacturing Technologies.  

Prior to the course 

Ex Apprentices appeared slightly more likely to 
have sought careers advice prior to the course, 
although this was still only 30% of the respon-
dents; the usual source of advice was either the 
local college or family and friends and occasion-
ally the employer. Participants in the part time fo-
cus group agreed that they and their employer 
had discussed their course, although there was 
no ‘formal’ careers advice. 

Being able to study locally appeared to be an im-
portant factor allowing learners to continue in their 
existing jobs and maintain  lower living costs.  In-
deed, the part-time focus group participants had 
only looked at locally based courses related to 
their existing employment. 

In terms of the ex Apprentices’ decision to enrol 
on their higher education course, prior to starting 
their course: 

     most felt confident that they would pass the 
course (73 %) and nearly all were self    
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     motivated to enrol (91%) 

      most received support from their family and 
friends to enrol (58%) 

       many were concerned about coping with 
home responsibilities (42%)  and/ or work   

     responsibilities (33%) whilst studying  

almost half (45%) said  that they had  their 
employer’s support  

     there were financial worries about fees (33%) 
and living costs (30%), although these were 
not as greater concern as might have been 
expected.   

Ex apprentices who have the ability to succeed 
in HE but who lack confidence and support 
seem less likely to pursue HE opportunities.  
Helping overcome such barriers seems an im-
portant step to increasing progression numbers.  

Apprenticeship frameworks do not feature in the 
UCAS tariff and  many held other qualifications 
that supported HE entry, including A-levels, AS 
levels and BTEC national certificates.  It appears 
that some learners may have undertaken a 
(level 2) Apprenticeship for a ‘gap year’ before 
progressing on to HE on the basis of these quali-
fications.  

On the course 

More than half  (52%) of ex Apprentices that re-
sponded to this question thought that their em-
ployers were supportive whilst on their course.  
Employer support included payment of fees, 
paid time out of work and encouragement.   

For most part-time focus group participants 
problems encountered since starting the course 

Case study: Lisa, Childcare 
Centre Manager  

Lisa felt that she did not do 
well at school as she was bul-
lied.  After leaving she gained 
work experience in hair dress-
ing and at Acorns Day Nursery, at 17  taking 
an Apprenticeship with Puffins Training. She 
gained her NVQ 2 and her NVQ3 and then 
her Level 4 Advanced Diploma in Childcare 
and Education (ADCE) and Assessors 
award. Lisa is now studying for an Open Uni-
versity Foundation Degree. 

 
Lisa’s tips to others? Stay motivated, ask for 
personal support when  you need it from 
mentors, managers and your learning sup-
port co-ordinator.  Persevere and you will 
achieve your goals.  



Further information  

The project team will be presenting at: 

Action on Access conference, 4th Nov 2009 

HERDA SW conference, 5th Nov 2009 

Learn and Work (www.learnandwork.org)  
hosts: AdvAnce reports; HE progression infor-
mation for providers; learners and employers;  
case studies; and links to other key websites. 
 

The Devon and Cornwall Training Provider 
Network (www.trainingprovider.com) offers 
information and support for providers. 
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What is an Advanced Apprenticeship? 

Advanced Apprenticeship (AA) frameworks exist 
in a range of sectors and include a National Vo-
cational Qualification (NVQ), key skills qualifica-
tion, and often a technical certificate. They are a 
level 3 work-based qualification, which would 
support entry into higher education. There is 
also  a Level 2  ‘Apprenticeship’ scheme.  

Whilst the level of achievement required for suc-
cessful completion of an AA frameworks is 
equivalent to other qualifications supporting pro-
gression to HE, such frameworks are not recog-
nised within the UCAS tariff.  However  the tech-
nical certificate component of the AA, for in-
stance a BTEC National certificate, might sup-
port progression in its own right. 

The Skills Commission report recommended 
that the government: 

 ‘devise ways of increasing awareness amongst 
university admissions tutors about how appren-
ticeships can provide learners with the compe-
tencies to enter higher education. 
(recommendation 19) 

related mainly to uncertainty about the standard 
of academic work required. Many were writing 
formally for the first time in many years but were 
reassured after their first assignment was re-
turned marked.  There was evidence across all 
of the focus groups of an increased self confi-
dence in their own ability, supported by the reali-
sation that their fellow students were, as one 
participant put it, ‘not Einsteins’.  

After the course 

On completion of the course, more than half 
(52%) of the ex apprentices planned to continue 
onto the top up year to gain an Honours Degree. 
Having pursued a vocational route to date this 
now allows them  to move back onto a more  
academic pathway.  However, there are barriers 
to such progression: these programmes are gen-
erally delivered on a full time basis and at the 
main University of Plymouth campus. Given that 
72% of ex apprentices planned to work full-time 
some may have to choose between the Honours 
course and their work. As one responded com-
mented: 

“I think there is not enough flexibility for the part-
time person to do the top up”. 

 Watton, Wild and Hicks (2009). The progression ex-
perience of Advanced Apprentices and other work-
based learners undertaking higher education 
courses at University of Plymouth Colleges. Ad-
vAnce  Project  

(www.learnandwork.org/Advanceresearchreport.htm)   “There was agreement from witnesses that a 
sea change in the number of former appren-
tices progressing to advanced further educa-
tion and higher education is critical”. 

Skills Commission report ,(2009) Progression through 
apprenticeships. pp 38. 

The AdvAnce  Projectð Key lessons 

For training providers there is value in col-
lecting progression  data, for planning pur-

poses, as well as for inspection visits 

There is a continued need for accessible HE  
Information Advice and Guidance, particu-
larly for employers,  who are important 

gatekeepers 

Completing AAs generally expect to stay 
with  employers who have supported their 
training, particularly where there are oppor-

tunities for promotion  

Whilst progression figures suggest low lev-
els of progression from AA to HE a  signifi-
cant minority aspire to higher level educa-
tion and training. There remains a need for 
continued HE awareness and aspiration 

raising amongst such work-based learners. 

There is a need for confidence building ac-
tivity, positive role models  and supported 
progression pathways for able learners who 
lack confidence but who could otherwise 

progress and achieve at HE level  

There is a need for greater awareness of 
Apprenticeship frameworks amongst HE 
Admissions staff and for their recognition 

within the UCAS tariff. 

Current flexible local HE provision is greatly 
valued by learners; there is a need to ex-
tend such flexibility  to the ótop upô Honours 

year.  

The AdvAnce Project team  

Co-ordinator kate.poole@cornwall.ac.uk         
Pete Watton, Project consultant 

Sally Wild, Helen Evans , Caroline Kendall-
Project Officers    


