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Executive Summary  

 Advanced Apprenticeship frameworks exist in a range of sectors and include a National 
Vocational Qualification (NVQ), key skills qualification and often a technical certificate.  They 
are a level 3 work-based qualification, which would support entry into higher education. 
Introduced in 2004, they are the most recent in a line of similar schemes, starting with Modern 
Apprenticeships, in 1994; an ‘Apprenticeship’ scheme also exists at Level 2.  

 The AdvAnceProject is funded through the Devon and Cornwall Learning and Skills 
Council’s (LSC) Local Flexible Fund. It is a partnership between the Aimhigher Peninsula 
Programme, the Devon and Cornwall Training Provider Network and the local LSC. Funding is 
for the period Mar 2007- Sept 2009.  

 This study investigates the experience and aspirations of Advanced Apprentices and other 
work based learners who have progressed onto higher education courses at the University of 
Plymouth. The research was undertaken by the AdvAnce Project in partnership with the 
University of Plymouth’s Higher Education Learning Partnerships (HELP) Centre for 
Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETL).  The study involved an on-line survey completed 
by 260 learners, 33 (12.7%) of whom were identified as ex-apprentices.  It also involved 12 
focus groups looking at the experience of Foundation Degree students in general, which did 
not specifically identify ex apprentices. 

 Compared to the rest of the cohort ex apprentice survey respondents were more likely to be: 
male (73% compared to 43%); 23 or over (76% compared 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%). The largest proportion of ex apprentices (42%) were on programmes related to 
engineering, be it mechanical, marine, materials, electrical or electronic engineering.  

 Prior to the course a number of ex-apprentices held qualifications that would have supported 
their progression regardless of their apprenticeship qualifications.  Some for instance 
progressed onto their higher education course directly from the (Level 2) Apprenticeship 
scheme, without completing an Advanced Apprenticeship, presumably because they also held 
A-levels or their equivalent.  

 Ex-apprentices progressing onto HE programmes appear to be confident in their ability, well 
motivated and generally supported by family, friends and employers. It seems likely that AA 
graduates who are less confident and have less support and encouragement tend not to 
progress onto higher education. This is appropriately a target group for Aimhigher widening 
participation activity.  

 Formal careers advice appears to have played only a very small part in learners’ decisions 
about their choice of programme and its location; their selection process has tended to rely on 
advice from existing informal support networks – friends and family, as well as employers - and 
gathering information from the media, internet and open days 

 In selecting a course location appeared to be the most significant factor, rather than the course 
itself.  Local provision appeared important to learners who had other demands on their time, 
particularly in terms of work and domestic commitments: 55% of ex apprentices were studying 
part-time, compared with 20% of the wider cohort. 

 Employer attitude to employee participation in higher education was generally positive; 54% of 
ex-apprentices received some form of employer support; 72% of those who considered this 
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applicable to their situation. There were, however, rare instances where the employer was not 
supportive, even causing one learner to change employer so as to continue with his course. 
Convincing employers of the benefits of higher level learning is clearly essential. 

 Foundation Degree students clearly benefited from their programme, including in terms of self-
confidence and future career opportunities.  Student testimonies provide a positive message 
for future students from similar backgrounds. 

  More than half of ex apprentices expected to continue onto the Honours course after the 
Foundation Degree. For some this was because they considered that the Honours Degree 
held greater currency and the perception, also held by some of their employers, that the 
Foundation Degree was less valued. For others the decision reflected specific career plans or 
personal goals. What it does seem to allow is for learners, such as ex apprentices, who have 
followed a vocational pathway into higher education to return to a more academic route. 

 The Honours ‘top up’ year is predominantly available as a full-time programme, and generally 
offered on the main University of Plymouth campus.  The survey suggested that almost a third 
of the ex-apprentices were intending to complete the top-up year and work full-time, yet this  
may not be possible. The current mode of delivery and location creates additional barriers to 
study which make it difficult for employers to support and was frustrating to learners. 

 There is clearly demand for flexible, part-time local provision of the Honours top up year both 
from learners and from employers.   

 Overall ex apprentices appear to be graduating onto higher education courses in slightly larger 
numbers than suggested by LSC exit data.  Additional work by the AdvAnce project looking at 
the future aspirations of current Apprentices will investigate this further.  
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1. Introduction 

This study investigates the experience and aspirations of Advanced Apprentices and other work 
based learners who have progressed onto higher education courses at the University of Plymouth. 
The research was undertaken by the AdvAnce Project in partnership with the University of Plymouth’s 
Higher Education Learning Partnerships (HELP) Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning 
(CETL) between December 2007 and May 2008  

1.1 Advanced Apprenticeships 

Advanced Apprenticeship frameworks exist in a range of sectors and include a National Vocational 
Qualification (NVQ), key skills qualification, and often a technical certificate.  They are a level 3 work-
based qualification, which would support entry into higher education. Introduced in 2004, they are the 
most recent in a line of similar schemes, starting with Modern Apprenticeships, in 1994; an 
‘Apprenticeship’ scheme also exists at Level 2.  In this report the term ‘Apprenticeship’ is used as a 
collective term for all of these schemes, unless indicated otherwise.  

1.2 Progression onto higher education 

Whilst the Advanced Apprenticeship would appear to support progression on to higher education, 
actual take up appears low.  Figures from Devon and Cornwall LSC show that in 2003/4 only 0.24% 
of Apprenticeship leavers were intending to progress directly onto HE, rising to 0.33% in 2004/5 and 
0.57% in 2005/6.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that these exit figures underestimate the levels of 
actual progression, which nevertheless appear to be low.  The AdvAnce project has therefore been 
funded by the Devon & Cornwall Learning and Skills Council (LSC) to gather more robust data and to 
help identify the reasons for the apparent poor levels of progression onto higher education.  
 
These findings, based on the experience of past apprentices and work based learners who have 
progressed onto higher education, are meant to complement another strand of the AdvAnce project’s 
work, looking at the progression aspirations of current Advanced Apprentices and other work based 
learners.  A report on these latter findings will be available at the beginning of 2009. 

1.3 HELP CETL partnership 

The AdvAnce Project partner in this study has been the University of Plymouth Careers Service, 
acting through the HELP CETL.  This partnership has allowed for a more in-depth study, even though 
each partner has sought slightly different outcomes.  The work of the HELP CETL has focused more 
specifically on the experience of Foundation Degree students, undertaking 3 studies:  

“The first study provided an overview of who is an Fd (Foundation Degree) student at 
Plymouth and what they do immediately after graduating.  The second study compared the 
destinations of Plymouth Fd graduates with those nationally and provided comparisons with Fd 
graduates who topped up to an honours degree.  It also looked at differences in the nature of 
employment for graduates from Fds with those from more traditional first degrees. This third 
study provides more information about the motivations of Fd students and their experiences in 
the labour market”. 

 
The third HELP CETL report draws on the same data sources as this study but focuses on the 
experience of Foundation Degree students as a whole, whilst this AdvAnce project report focuses on 
the experience of ex Apprentices and other work-based learners.  
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1.4 Aims of the AdvAnce project study 

This AdvAnce project study seeks to identify: 

1. Characteristics of ex apprentices who have progressed onto higher education programmes 
and their progression pathways 

2. Motivations for progressing onto HE  and the sources of information sought prior to 
enrolment 

3. Concerns and aspirations of ex apprentices enrolling on an HE programme and the factors 
which affected their choice of college and course;  

4. The kind of support that students in work receive from their employers; 

5. The career plans which ex apprentices have on completion of their HE programme 
including the reasons why students opt to ‘top up’ to an honours degree  

6. The changes and benefits for ex apprentices that can be attributed to studying for an Fd. 

 

2. Methodology 

Headlines 

 260 students studying Foundation Degrees, Higher National Diplomas and Higher 
National Certificates completed an on-line survey 

 Key issues were identified through the survey 

 The key issues were explored further in a series of 12 focus groups involving 100 
Foundation Degree students 

 

There were two major components to the research; a web based survey and focus groups.  The 
survey was conducted through the University of Plymouth Colleges’ (UPC) faculty, using the 
University portal.  It was promoted through the portal itself, through HE co-ordinators and tutors in the 
colleges, as well as directly to students through the portal, the Students Union and student 
publications. The focus was on Foundation Degree, Higher National Diploma (HND) and Higher 
National Certificate (HNC) students, over 5000 students. 

The survey was conducted on line between October and Christmas 2007.  Respondents could 
choose to have their name submitted for a prize draw, for which a total of £500 was made available. 
There were 260 valid responses; a 4.5% return. Of these respondents 33 (12.7%) identified 
themselves as former apprentices; their responses are highlighted in this report and compared to the 
rest of the cohort. 

The focus groups were intended to allow more detailed investigation of the issues raised in the 
survey. The first phase of focus groups was held during November 2007 with stage 1 students; the 
second phase, in March 2008 with stage 2 students at the same institutions. A total of 12 focus 
groups were held, 6 at each phase; they involved a total of 100 participants across 6 institutions, 
deemed to be representative. Whilst not possible to arrange a focus group made up of ex 
apprentices, two of the focus groups exclusively involved part-time learners, usually in employment 
related to their course – work based learners. Focus group participants were all studying Foundation 
Degrees. 
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The focus groups were managed by the University of Plymouth’s Socio-economic Research and 
Intelligence Observatory (SERIO), supported by the AdvAnce and HELP CETL teams.  SERIO were 
funded by the HELP CETL, producing a separate report on the focus group findings, which has 
informed this report and that of the HELP CETL.  

 

3. The students 

Headlines 

 Ex apprentices respondents were more likely to be male, 23 or over, working in a full 
time job directly related to their course, studying part-time and on engineering related 
programmes 

 Students participating in focus groups were all undertaking Foundation Degrees, were 
drawn from five partner colleges, and were most likely to be studying Business or Art & 
Design. 

 

The students were on a range of University of Plymouth programmes delivered by partner colleges 
through the University of Plymouth Colleges faculty. Table 1 provides a profile of the survey 
respondents, highlighting the ex apprentices and comparing them with the wider cohort.  Compared 
to the rest of the cohort ex apprentice respondents were more likely to be: male (73% compared to 
43%); 23 or over (76% compared 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%). The largest proportion of 
ex apprentices (42%) were on programmes related to engineering, be it mechanical, marine, 
materials, electrical or electronic engineering.  

 
Table 1: the survey respondents 
 

Characteristics 

Frequency 
Number / Percentage 

All respondents Ex apprentices 

Gender 

            Male 

            Female 

 

111   (43%)       

148   (57%) 

 

 24 (73%) 

 9 (23%) 

Age 

 22 years and under 

  23-25 years 

  26-35 years 

  36-45 years 

  46-55 years 

  56-65 years 

          Over 65 years 

 

119   (45%) 

31     (11%) 

49     (18%) 

38     (14%) 

19     (7%) 

3       (1%) 

1       (.4%) 

 

8   (24%) 

10 (30%) 

8   (24%) 

4   (12%) 

2   (6%) 

1   (3%) 

0   (0%) 
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Table 1: the survey respondents (cont) 
 

Characteristics 

Frequency 
Number / Percentage 

All respondents Ex apprentices 

Institution attended 

  Cornwall College 

  City of Bristol College 

  Truro College 

  North Devon College 

  City College, Plymouth 

  South Devon College (Paignton) 

  Somerset College of Arts & Technology 

  Exeter College 

  Bridgewater College 

  Bicton College 

  Other 

 

73 (28%) 

37 (14%) 

33 (13% 

21 (8%) 

18 (7%) 

18 (7%) 

13 (5%) 

14 (5%) 4) 

9 (3%) 

6 (2%) 

18 (7%) 

 

17 (51%) 

3   (9%) 

2    (6%) 

1    (3%) 

3    (9%) 

1    (3%) 

1    (3%) 

4   (12%) 

0   (0%) 

0   (0%) 

1   (3%) 

Programme 

               Foundation Degree 

              Higher national Diploma (HND) 

              Higher National Certificate (HNC) 

 

248 (95%) 

1 (.4%) 

11 (4%) 

 

21   (63%) 

1   (3%) 

11   (33%) 

Mode of Study 

          Full time 

          Part-time 

 

207   (80%) 

53     (20%) 

 

15 (45%) 

18 (55%) 

Other commitments 

Working full time in a job directly related to my course 

Working in a full time job not directly related to my course 

Working part time in a job directly related to my course 

Working in a part time job not directly related to my course 

The carer of a child under 5 years 

The carer of a child between 5 and 16 years 

The carer of an elderly or disabled relative 

Contribute as a volunteer for a charity/local community group 

 

46 (19%) 

11 (4.4%) 

45 (18%) 

79 (32%) 

14 (6%) 

28 (11%) 

6 (2.4%) 

33 (13% 

 

 

17 (51%) 

2 (6%) 

4 (16%) 

7 (21%) 

2 (6%) 

3 (9%) 

1 (3%) 

5 (15%) 

 

Table 2 shows the make-up of the focus groups. Phase one, involved 57 Stage 1students studying in 
12 Fd subject categories; phase two, involved 43 Stage 2 students studying in six Fd subject 
categories.  The focus groups contained a high proportion of students from art and design, business 
and health Fds, although there was a good mix of students overall.  It was not possible to identify 
whether participants were ex apprentices. One Stage 1 group and one Stage 2 group were made up 
of students on part-time courses, usually in work, often linking to their programme of study.  Many of 
them could be considered work-based learners 
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Table 2: The Focus Groups participants 

 

 
 
 

4. The Findings: before students started their higher education course   

  

Headlines: before the course 

 12.7% of the survey respondents had previously undertaken some form of 
apprenticeship, predominantly in engineering 

 27% of ex-apprentices had previously worked in graduate level jobs 

 A number of ex-apprentices held qualifications that would have supported  their 
progression without an apprenticeship framework 

 Ex-apprentices progressing onto HE programmes appear to be confident in their ability, 
well motivated and generally supported by family, friends and employers 

 In selecting a course location appeared to be the most significant factor 

Characteristic 
Frequency 

Number Percentage 

Mode of study 
 Full time 
 Part time 

 
 

81 
19 

 
 

81% 
19% 

Stage of course 
 Stage 1 
 Stage 2 

 
57 
43 

 
57% 
43% 

Institution attended 
 Cornwall College, Camborne 
 City College, Plymouth  
 North Devon College, Barnstaple 
 Somerset College, Taunton 
 Truro College, Cornwall 

18 
30 
24 
15 
13 

18% 
30% 
24% 
15% 
13% 

Fd Subject category 
 Art & Design 
 Business 
 Science 
 Community & Social Studies 
 Computing 
 Health 
 Hospitality & Tourism 
 Law 
 Performing Arts & Music 
 Public Services 
 Sport 
 Technology 

 
23 
29 
6 
7 
1 
14 
3 
2 
4 
6 
4 
1 

 
23% 
29% 
6% 
7% 
1% 
14% 
3% 
2% 
4% 
6% 
4% 
1% 



11 
The progression experience of Advanced Apprentices and other work-based learners undertaking higher 
education courses at University of Plymouth Colleges.  Final version May 2009 

 

 

 4.1 Apprenticeship experience 

Prior to the course 33 of the 260 (12.7%) survey respondents had been on apprenticeship 
programmes. Of these some had progressed onto their higher education programmes directly from a 
Level 2 Apprenticeship / Foundation Apprenticeship, presumably because they had additional 
qualifications such as A-levels, or BTEC National Diplomas. Others had undertaken an 
Apprenticeship / Foundation Apprenticeship prior to their Advanced Apprenticeship.  The majority 
(82%) had completed an Advanced Apprenticeship or equivalent prior to their higher education 
programme.  The most common apprenticeship sector was Engineering and Manufacturing (39%), 
followed by construction (15%). 
 
Table 3: Previous apprenticeship frameworks 

 

 

4.2 Previous jobs 

Respondents were asked to identify their previous job carrying the greatest responsibility.  
Responses included Director of a Civil Engineering Company, Farm Manager, Water sports Duty 
Manager, Nurse and Holistic Therapist; 27% of respondents had previously worked in what Elias and 
Purcell (2004)1 considered graduate level roles.  
 

                                                 
1 Elias & Purcell (2004) defined graduate level jobs as those which need at least one of the following skills: expertise 

deriving from higher education and subsequent employment experience; the ability to play strategic or managerial roles; 
high level interactive skills.  
 

Sector 

Frequency 

Advanced 
Apprenticeship or 

equivalent 

Apprenticeship or 
equivalent 

Agriculture, Horticulture and Animal Care 

Arts, Media and Publishing 

Business, Administration and Law 

Construction, Planning and the Built Environment 

Education and Training 

Engineering and Manufacturing Technologies 

Health, Public Services and Care 

Information and Communication Technology 

Leisure, Travel and Tourism 

Preparation for life and work 

Retail and Commercial Enterprise 

Science and Mathematics 

1 

2 

1 

5 

1 

13 

2 

0 

1 

0 

0 

1 

1 

1 

3 

0 

0 

0 

1 

0 

2 

0 

1 

0 

TOTALS 27 10 
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4.3 Previous qualifications 

Respondents were asked about their qualifications at entry. Table 4 shows that a large proportion of 
ex-apprentices held qualifications, which would have probably allowed them to progress onto their 
course without having completed an Advanced Apprenticeship.  These included, in one case an Fd in 
Computer Science, as well as the International Baccalaureate, A-levels and Advanced GNVQ.  
However, almost a third held vocational qualifications which on their own may not have allowed entry 
onto a higher education course.  These included NVQs at levels 2 and 3, Higher National Certificates 
(HNC) and Ordinary National Certificates (ONC). 

Table 4: Previous qualifications of ex apprentices  
 

Qualification  
Frequency 

Number Percentage 

A levels or AS levels 10 30% 

Advanced GNVQ 3 9% 

BTEC / OCR National 7 21% 

Access course 0 0% 

NVQ III / IV 5 15% 

Other 8 24% 

 

4.4 Motivation, support and barriers 

Respondents were asked about their attitudes and types of support available when making their 
decision to progress on to a higher education course.  This was done using an attitudinal scale, 
ranging from ‘strongly agree’, to ‘strongly disagree’. The results are shown in tables 5a and 5b. 
 
Table 5a): Ex-apprentices‟ support and motivation prior to enrolment (n=33) 
 
To what extent do you agree or disagree with these 
statements about your decision to enrol on the 
course? 
 

 
S
A 

 
A 

 
A
? 

 
D
? 

 
D 

 
S
D 

D
o

n
't 

k
n

o
w

 

N
o

 

A
n

s
w

e
r 

I felt confident that I would pass the course 11 13 6 3 0 0 0 0 

I received support from friends and family to enrol 7 12 8 4 0 0 1 1 

I received support from my employer to enrol  6 9 5 1 4 2 2 4 

I was self-motivated to enrol 19 11 1 1 0 0 0 1 

I received advice which supported my decision to enrol 3 10 9 4 3 1 0 3 

 
Key:  SA = Strongly Agree, A=Agree, A?= tend to Agree, D?= tend to Disagree,  D=Disagree,  

SD = Strongly Disagree 
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Table 5b): Ex apprentices‟ concerns prior to enrolment (n=33) 
 
To what extent do you agree or disagree with 
these statements about your decision to enrol on 
the course? 
 

 
SA 

 
A 

 
A? 

 
D? 

 
D 

 
SD 

D
o

n
't 

k
n

o
w

 

N
o

 
A

n
s
w

e
r 

I was worried about having money to pay the course 
fees 

7 4 3 2 5 9 1 2 

I was worried about having money for living costs 6 4 3 3 4 9 1 3 

I was worried about coping with my home 
responsibilities when studying 

4 10 6 3 6 3 0 1 

I was worried about coping with work responsibilities 
when studying 

3 8 9 5 2 5 0 1 

Problems with accommodation discouraged me from 
enrolling 

2 1 2 1 8 15 2 2 

 
 

Most ex-apprentices felt confident that they would pass the course (73%) and nearly all were self-
motivated to enrol (91%); these figures were similar to the cohort as a whole.  Fd students 
involved with the focus groups pointed to a number of common motivators for embarking on the 
course: 

 Maximising employment opportunities 

 Development in a chosen career 

 Changing career direction or widening the scope of career choice 

 Enhancing their knowledge and understanding of their current job 

  

„There were more opportunities in computing in the South West and I would have the choice of 
employed, self employed or contracting so I decide to follow a long term ambition and take my 
Degree in Computing‟. 

„I wanted to gain more knowledge in business and management to help me progress further‟ 

„To better myself in the engineering role‟. 

„Recognized qualification / further my career‟. 
 

The majority of ex-apprentices (58%) considered that they had the support of family and friends to 
enrol and almost half (45%) felt that they had their employer’s support. The latter compares with 
67% who had indicated that they were in either full-time or part-time employment directly related 
to their course; some employers did not appear to be supportive even if the course was directly 
relevant to work.  Two respondents, possibly in courses not related to their jobs, strongly 
disagreed with the suggestion that they had their employer’s support. 
 

Many ex-apprentice respondents were concerned about coping with home responsibilities (42%) 
and/ or work responsibilities (33%) whilst studying, a similar proportion to the cohort as a whole. 
There were also similar levels of concern about finance, fees (33%) and living costs (30%).    
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4.5 Advice and Guidance  

In selecting their course respondents seemed able to get help from a variety of sources. The main 
ones appeared to be the local college, or family and friends, although there also seemed to be a 
number who were able to get advice from their work place.  A relatively small proportion had sought 
formal careers advice (19% overall), although this proportion appeared slightly higher amongst ex-
apprentices (30%). The ease with which advice could be accessed did appear to vary between 
colleges, with one person remarking: 

 „I don‟t think people knew there was a careers advisor to see‟ 

A large proportion (73%) did not think that they would have benefited from more or better careers 
advice. Other sources of advice included the local press, UCAS website, prospectuses and Open 
Days. 

 
Table 6: Ex apprentices, sources of help when deciding on their course 
 
Source of help when deciding on 

my course 
Frequency 

Number Percentage 

Connexions 3 9% 

School 2 6% 

Family & friends  15 45% 

Nextstep 0 0% 

Learn Direct 1 3% 

University of Plymouth -  0 0% 

My local college - 15 45% 

Industry 9 27% 

Other 4 12% 

 
The focus groups suggested that only a third of students had considered the labour market before 
selecting an Fd course. 
 

4.6 Deciding on the course  

Whilst there were various reasons cited for selecting courses, the most compelling factor appeared to 
be location. Of ex apprentices 55% appeared to have chosen the college because of its location; this 
was a similar proportion to the wider cohort. Reasons quoted included: 
 

„Able to do this course close to where I live‟.  

„Close to where I live and my place of work‟ 

„Closest college that runs this course‟ 

 

However, when asked about the reason for selecting the course respondents were more likely to 
identify other reasons, particularly relating to their career: 

‘Recognized qualification / further my career‟ 

„Career progression‟ 
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„I wanted gain more knowledge in business and management to help me progress me further‟. 

„To better myself in the engineering role‟. 

„It is the next step on from ONC‟. 

In some instances the course had been chosen by the employer and one person specifically referred 
to the mode of delivery: 

„Because is a part time course it gives me the opportunity to have a full time job‟. 
 

Whilst there is some contradiction in the responses about choice of college and choice of course they 
are not totally incompatible.  In the first instance respondents appear to look at their local college for a 
course  and in most cases appear to find something which meets their needs.  Where the local 
college does not meet their needs there is evidence of students searching farther afield: 

I chose the college… „because it was the only one offering the course‟. 

It is evident that locally offered part-time programmes allow learners to maintain some form of 
employment, often even full-time employment, as well as to meet their family commitments and to 
avoid additional costs of relocation. 

 „…could have gone to Wolverhampton but it‟s a lot cheaper for me here‟. 

 If it was not at the local college… „I would not have taken the course because of the children‟ 

 

5. The Findings: during the course 

Headlines: during the course 

 The most common courses amongst ex apprentice survey respondents were 
engineering related  

 55% of ex apprentices were studying part-time, compared with 20% of the wider cohort 

  54% of ex-apprentices received some form of employer support; 72% of those who 
considered this applicable to their situation 

 Foundation Degree students clearly benefited from their programme, including in terms 
of self-confidence 

 
 Table 7 shows Health, public sector and social sciences to be the most common subject area 
amongst survey respondents overall (29% of respondents); the most common subject area amongst 
ex apprentices was engineering, with combined mechanical, marine, materials and electrical 
engineering identified by 42% of this group. The most common mode of attendance overall was full 
time; 80% of the total respondents were full-time students.  Conversely, the majority of ex-apprentices 
(55%) were studying part-time. 
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Table 7: Higher education course characteristics of survey respondents 
 

Characteristics 

Frequency 
Number / Percentage 

All respondents Ex apprentices 

Subject Area 

  Health, public sector and social sciences 

 Hospitality, leisure and tourism management  

  Art & design 

  Computing & IT 

  Early childhood studies 

  Law and business 

  Mechanical marine and materials engineering 

  Multimedia and media technologies 

  Natural sciences 

  Performance art and dance 

  Sports science 

             Other – Electrical / Electronic Engineering 

 

76 (29%) 

27 (10%) 

5 (2%) 

21 (8%) 

21 (8%) 

27 (10%) 

18 (7%) 

18 (7%) 

29 (11%) 

2 (.8%) 

8 (3%) 

7 (3%) 

 

5 (15)% 

6 (18 )% 

0 (0 )% 

2 (6)% 

0 (0)% 

2 (6)% 

7 (21%) 

0  (0)% 

3 (12)% 

1 ( .3)% 

0  (0)% 

7 (21%) 

Mode of Study 

          Full time 

          Part-time 

 

207   (80%) 

53     (20%) 

 

15 (45%) 

18 (55%) 

 

5.1 Support from the employer 

The majority (54%) of students who were in employment reported positively about the employer 
support that they had received. Of the ex apprentices responding to the on-line survey - where this 
was considered applicable - 72% said they were receiving some type of support from their employer.  
Interestingly support when on the course (54%) seemed higher than support at enrolment (45%), 
suggesting that employers had become more supportive. 
 
The most common types of support were: ‘paid time out of work’ (39%); ‘financial assistance with 
course fees’ (39%); encouragement (24%); and ‘unpaid time out of work’ (15%).  Other examples 
included flexibility in hours worked and paying for books. One student told of how their employer 
suggested the course having completed it themselves, and so provided reassurance that they were 
capable of completing it.   
 
Students in focus groups also mentioned a range of support practices from employers: ‘help in 
flexibility of working hours’, including the creation of overtime possibilities and creating a job share 
situation. One participant, in his early 20s, reported that his employer was supportive in terms of 
hours, by replacing him when he was away and allowing him to change his shift working pattern.  
Another employed participant, a female working in the NHS, reported that her employers gave her the 
time off, provided transport, paid half her fees and provided extra hours to enable her to increase her 
income.   A 31 year old male reported that his employer paid for all his books and wages for the time 
he attended college and had given him an additional four days study leave a year.   
 
However, for some students, employer support was minimal at best, whilst a minority faced 
resistance from employers. One male participant reported that he had changed jobs and found a 
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more „flexible‟ employer because his previous employer, a large company, would not change his 
working hours to enable participation on an Fd.  
 
 
Table 8a:  Ex-apprentices - extent of employer support 
 

Is your employer supporting you on your 
course? 

Frequency 

Number Percentage 

Yes 17 51% 

A little 1 3% 

No 7 21% 

Not applicable 8 24% 

 
Table 8b:  Ex-apprentices - nature of employer extent of employer support 
 
My employer has been providing the 
following type of support 

Frequency 

Number Percentage 

Encouragement (emotional) 8 24% 

Paid time out of work 13 39% 

Unpaid time out of work 2 6% 

Financial assistance with course fees 13 39% 

Other 1 3% 

Not applicable 5 15% 

 

5.2 Student experience 

For most part-time focus group participants problems encountered since starting the course 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 confidence, supported by the 
realisation that their fellow students were, as one participant put it, ‘not Einsteins‟.  
 
The consensus among participants was that experience of the Fd course had opened up new 
possibilities and increased both confidence and future aspirations: 
 
 Horizons had been „‟broadened, expanded or changed‟. 

„I‟ve grown in confidence since starting…I know I can do a lot more … it has increased my self-
belief‟. 
 

A few students who were being subsidised by their employers noted issues where the course did not 
match their job.  This meant that the employer had expectations that, at the time of the focus groups, 
the employee was unable to fulfil.   
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6. The Findings: after the course- future plans 

 

Headlines: after the course 

  51% of ex apprentices had decided to continue on to the Honours degree top up year; 
this compared to 63% of the wider cohort 

 70% of ex-apprentices expected to work full-time on completion of their course; at least 
30% intended to work full time and take the full time Honours degree top up year 

 Current arrangements for the Honours top up – as a full time course delivered at 
Plymouth campus – are a barrier to progression 

 

 
Foundation Degrees can be followed by a further full time year of study to achieve an Honours 
Degree; referred to as the ‘top up’ year. For the majority who wish to progress from a University of 
Plymouth Fd delivered at a partner college onto a University of Plymouth Honours degree this can 
currently only be undertaken on a full-time basis at the main campus in Plymouth. 
  
Table 9 shows student aspiration on completion of the current higher education course. Survey 
respondents were able select more than one option, for instance being able to work part-time and to 
undertake further study. 
 
 
Table 9: Progression aspirations for 12 months after the higher education course 
 

 
In the  12 months after I have completed my 
course I intend to: 
 
 

Frequency 
Number / Percentage 

All respondents Ex apprentices 

Work full time 61 (23%) 23 (70%) 

Work part time 19 (7%) 2 (6%) 

Be self employed 17 (6.5%) 4 (12%) 

Travel 19 (7%) 1 (3%) 

Be unemployed 1 (0.4%) 0 (0%) 

Do further study towards an Honours degree ('top up year') 165 (63%) 17 (51%) 

Do other further study 27 (10%) 7 (21%) 

Do voluntary work 10 (4%) 1 (3%) 

Don't know 8 (3%) 0 (0%) 

 
 
The majority (70%) of ex apprentices were intending to work full-time after completing their course; 
this compared with 58% in full-time employment during the course.   
 
Just over half (51%) of the ex-apprentices were intending to undertake a ‘top up‟ year to achieve an 
Honours Degree; 48% had been intending to do the top up since the beginning of their course.   Both 
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the survey and focus groups suggested that for some people the Foundation Degree was seen as a 
lesser qualification.  The top up year being selected as: 
 

„I have always wanted to achieve a full degree‟. 

„As this is only a Foundation Degree I decided to do the top up as it is only one year more and 
I will have a better qualification‟. 

„I want to leave with a degree‟.  
 
The Honours degree was seen as providing additional career benefits, both general, such as career 
choice, and increased currency in a competitive labour market, as well as more specific, such as: 
 

 „…being eligible for a PGCE.‟ 
 
For other students involved in the focus groups continuing onto the Honours Degree was more about 
self-development.  This was certainly true of some more mature respondents, often carers: 
 

„To fulfil a lifelong dream- a personal challenge‟. 
 
Tables 10a and 10b show the levels of support and barriers for those wishing to complete the top up. 
Survey respondents remain confident about the top up, although perhaps less confident than when 
embarking on their initial higher education course.  This may be because some of those completing 
the survey were at the early stages in their course, although the focus groups also suggested that: 
 

„…the imminence of transfer to a full Honours Degree appears to somewhat erode the self-
confidence gained by participants through experience of the Fd course.  The evidence 
suggests that towards the end of the Fd experience doubts about being adequately prepared 
to cope with the demand of a full Honours degree are common among participants‟ (SERIO 
2008, pp 26:7.5). 

 
Levels of motivation for the top up remain high both among those that decided to do it and also, 
interestingly amongst those that chose not to do the top up.  Lack of motivation was not what stopped 
people from deciding to top up. 
 
Table:  10a) Ex-apprentices‟ support and motivation prior to top up year (n=33) 
 
In relation to the top up year: S

A 
A A

? 
D
? 

D S
D 

D
o
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't 

k
n

o
w

 

N
o

 

A
n

s
w

e
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I feel confident that I can pass the 
course 

7 6 7 1 0 0 1 11 

I have support from friends and family to 
continue studying 

10 5 5 2 0 0 0 11 

I have support from my employer to 
continue 

3 2 3 1 4 0 6 14 

I am very self-motivated to continue 
studying 

9 10 3 0 0 0 0 11 

I received career advice which supports 
my decision to continue studying 

1 2 2 3 6 3 3 13 



20 
The progression experience of Advanced Apprentices and other work-based learners undertaking higher 
education courses at University of Plymouth Colleges.  Final version May 2009 

 

 
Key: SA = Strongly Agree, A=Agee, A?= tend to Agree, D?= tend to Disagree,  D=Disagree, SD = Strongly Disagree 

 
 
 
 
Table  10b) Ex-apprentices‟ concerns prior to top up year (n=33) 
 

In relation to the top up year: S
A 

A A
? 

D
? 

D S
D 
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I am worried about having money to pay 
the course fees 

7 5 1 4 2 2 0 12 

I am worried about having money for 
living costs 

6 3 1 3 4 4 0 12 

I am worried about coping with my 
home responsibilities when studying 

3 7 2 3 4 2 0 12 

I am worried about coping with work 
responsibilities when studying 

3 8 2 4 3 1 0 12 

Problems with accommodation are 
discouraging me from further study 

0 1 3 4 5 5 2 13 

 
The levels of support from family and friends appear to be even firmer than at initial enrolment; levels 
of support from employers are, however, less clear. Given that a number of respondents will have 
completed the survey early in the first year of the course it is perhaps not surprising that they did not 
know their employer’s attitude.  Of the small numbers able to respond the majority did appear to have 
the support from the employer, although their participation on a full-time course would have significant 
ramifications for the employer.  A large minority of employers, however, did not support students 
undertaking the top up.  Where there was apparent employer support this was sometimes qualified: 
one participant in the part-time focus group explained that whilst her employer would support the cost 
of the fees for the course they would no longer allow time out of work. 
 
Each of the potential worries identified in table 10b appeared more of a concern than at initial 
enrolment: money for course fees and living expenses in particular, as well as coping with work and 
home commitments alongside study.  This is not surprising with increased course fees, increased 
travel or possible relocation, and less time in which to be earning. 
 
 Accommodating this desire for personal development and for a more academic programme appears 
important. The Honours top up year appears to allow learners who may have selected vocational, 
rather than academic pathways earlier in their lives, to transfer back to the academic. The 
practicalities are not so straight forward. 

 
It appears that least 30% of the ex apprentices are intending to work full time and to undertake the 
top up year.  This may not be possible. In 2009/10 only four of the seventeen colleges in the 
University of Plymouth College network are able to offer a top up programme locally, and of these 
eleven programmes only three were available on a part-time basis. The top up year is generally 
available as a full time course at the University of Plymouth’s main campus. Some respondents had 
clearly decided against the top up because of this mode of attendance: 
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„…it is unfair that the college is geared towards people who work … and all top-up courses are 
in the daytime …that if you want to do the third year you can‟t‟ 
 
„I think there is not enough flexibility for the part-time person to do the top up‟. 
 
„Universities don‟t do evening classes, just doctor‟s hours (9-5)‟. 
 
„You need to take time off from your job if you‟re doing a day course, there‟s no flexibility.‟ 
 

If staff are having to reduce their work commitments so that they can study, it is perhaps not 
surprising that employers are not always supportive. 
 
When students did progress from the locally delivered Foundation Degree to the University of 
Plymouth delivered Honours year, their experience was not always smooth.  They were sometimes 
unclear what was expected and about their ability to succeed: 

„…we need more specific information‟,  

„…we‟re not prepared and it‟s going to be completely different‟. 

Focus group comments suggest that: 

„…these concerns could be addressed by provision of more information to the Fd students 
about what is expected of them at the full Honours degree level of study‟. (SERIO 2008, 
pp26:7.5) 

 

 
Table 11: Ex apprentice intentions on completion of their Honours Degree (top up year) 
 

 
In the  12 months after I have completed my Honours 
Degree (top up year) I intend to: 

 
 

Frequency 
Number / Percentage 

All respondents 
(n=165) 

Ex apprentices 
(n=17) 

Work full time 118 (72%) 16 (94%) 

Work part time 9 (5%) 0 (0%) 

Be self employed 27 (16%) 3 (18%) 

Travel 30 (18%) 5 (29%) 

Be unemployed 2 (1%) 0 (0%) 

Do other further study 28 (17%) 5 (29%) 

Do voluntary work 11 (7%) 1 (6%) 

Don't know 15 (9%) 2 (12%) 

 
 

7. Summary and Conclusions 

This study has provided an insight into the experience of ex apprentices who have progressed onto 
higher education.  Constituting 12.7% (33) of the survey returns, the study also suggests that there 
may be more ex apprentices undertaking HE courses than reported in the Devon & Cornwall LSC exit 
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data, which in 2005/6 only identified 37 ex apprentices in total progressing onto HE.  A clearer picture 
should emerge from further work by the AdvAnce project on Apprentice aspirations. 
 
Building on the survey in this study the focus groups provided a more in depth picture of student 
experience on the vocational Foundation Degrees, including from those ‘work-based learners’ 
undertaking courses directly related to their employment. However, it was unfortunately not possible 
to identify the specific experiences of ex apprentices. 
 
The characteristics of the ex apprentices survey respondents did differ from the wider cohort, but it 
was perhaps unsurprising to find that they were more likely to be in a full-time job directly related  
their course and studying part-time, as these are also the characteristics of apprenticeship schemes. 
Similarly, having completed an apprenticeship they were more likely to be 23 and over. That they 
were more likely to be undertaking engineering programmes and male reflects a vocational area (and 
SSC) in which progression to HE is fairly established, albeit one in which women are perhaps 
underrepresented. 
 
Ex apprentices progressing onto higher education had not necessarily done so solely as a result of 
completing the Advanced Apprenticeship; indeed to date AAs are not recognised within the UCAS 
tariff. There were a range of other qualifications which would have supported progression, such as A-
levels and BTEC Nationals, some of which may have been part of the Apprenticeship Framework. It 
appears that a small number of learners will also go straight from the level 2 Apprenticeship onto a 
higher education programme, on the basis of previously acquired qualifications.  In effect the 
Apprenticeship might be seen as a paid ‘gap year’ before taking up a previously offered higher 
education place. 
 
 Careers advice appears to have played only a very small part in learners’ decisions about their 
choice of programme and its location; their selection process has tended to rely on advice from 
existing informal support networks – friends and family, as well as employers - and gathering 
information from the media, internet and open days.  This is against a backdrop of limited formal 
careers advice provision for those over 21 who are not already enrolled at a college.  This has 
implications for the nature of information, advice and guidance provision, as well as the target 
audience.  It would be helpful and more equitable if all AA programmes were to include information, 
advice and guidance about higher level courses. 
 
The location of their higher education course was an important factor for learners with most seeking 
programmes near to their home and work place. This allowed many learners, particularly ex 
Apprentices, to work full time and study part time.  There is clear need for the delivery of flexible 
higher education through local providers, which would appear to mitigate some of the potential 
barriers, for instance removing the need to find alternative accommodation, allowing study alongside 
domestic and work responsibilities and helping to reduce costs. 
 
Similar to other respondents, ex Apprentices that went on to higher education programmes appeared 
highly motivated and confident that they could succeed on their programme.  They also tended to 
have support to enrol from friends and family.  It seems likely that AA graduates who are less 
confident and have less support and encouragement tend not to progress onto higher education. This 
is appropriately a target group for widening participation activity, such as through the Aimhigher 
programme, intended to raise confidence and aspirations. 
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Employer attitude to employee participation in higher education was generally positive. Almost two 
thirds of ex Apprentices considered that they had the support of their employer, a similar proportion to 
the number in jobs directly related to the higher education course undertaken.  Employers were 
occasionally the ones who suggested a course but more generally offered a range of practical 
support as well as providing encouragement.  There were, however, rare instances where the 
employer was not supportive, even causing one learner to change employer so as to continue with 
his course. Employer attitudes to the top up year may also be less positive.   It seems likely that some 
potential learners will feel unable to undertake a higher education course without the support of their 
employer.  Convincing employers of the benefits of higher level learning is clearly essential. 
 
Foundation Degree students participating in the focus groups had clearly gained in confidence during 
their early stages of the course, which had continued to grow through Stage 2 of their programme.  
There were also wider benefits from participation in their Foundation Degree programmes: 

 „The synthesis of the findings from the analyses of Phase One and Phase Two focus group 
discussions provides strong evidence of the „added value‟ that participation on a Fd course can 
bring in terms of the positive effects upon participants‟ outlook about their capabilities and 
career possibilities, and hence upon participants‟ decision making processes about career 
choices during a crucial period of personal transition that has repercussions on their 
subsequent quality of life‟.  (SERIO 2008 pp27, 7.1)   

This is a very positive message for potential learners, one that is perhaps best expressed by the 
students themselves. Graduate testimonies and case studies could prove very helpful to other 
potential learners from similar backgrounds, for instance highlighting the success of former 
Apprentices. 
 

On completion of their Foundation Degree ex Apprentices may have spent 5 years studying: a year 
on their Apprenticeship; 2 years on their Advanced Apprenticeships and at least 2 years on their 
Foundation Degree.  Nevertheless, more than half expected to continue onto the Honours course; a 
decision generally made at the beginning of their course. For some this was clearly because of the 
greater currency provided by an Honours Degree and the perception, also held by some of their 
employers, that the Foundation Degree was less valued. For others the decision reflected specific 
career plans or personal goals. What it does seem to allow is for learners, who have followed a 
vocational pathway into higher education, such as ex apprentices, to return to a more academic 
route. 
 
Whilst the majority of ex-apprentices aspired to do the Honours top up year, in practice there do 
appear to be some significant barriers for these learners.  Most notably the top up is usually only 
available as a full-time programme, generally offered on the main University of Plymouth campus.   
Such a course would not meet the needs of almost a third of the ex-apprentice survey respondents 
who were intending to complete the top-up year and work full-time. Even if learners were able to 
complete the necessary hours for work and attendance at lectures, which seems unlikely, they would 
be unable to complete the level of self-directed study required to do well. Learners are therefore likely 
to have to make a choice between study and full time work. There is clearly demand for flexible, part-
time local provision of the Honours top up year, both from learners and from employers.   
 
Overall, this study is very timely. The Skills Commission has just presented its report Progression 
through apprenticeships (March 2009), pointing to the importance of increasing Apprentice 
progression to advanced further education and higher education. Its recommendations include: 
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The Government should commission systematic research enabling it to monitor former 
apprentices who progress to advanced further education and higher education, and those 
former apprentices who have already progressed. A study should be built up year on year until 
the Unique Learner Number starts to produce informative data (Skills Commission 2009, pp 
14: recommendation 22). 

This report anticipates such research. It suggests that overall Advanced Apprentices appear to be 
graduating onto higher education courses in slightly larger numbers than indicated by LSC exit data 
but still on a small scale. Those that do so appear to benefit significantly. Such learners can be 
characterised as self confident, highly motivated, supported by friends, families and employers and 
willing to overcome financial barriers and conflicting responsibilities. With such qualities it is perhaps 
not surprising that they are a fairly exclusive group. It is hoped that these findings will help us to 
understand how we might overcome unnecessary barriers, enhance levels of support and build 
learner confidence, so that this group may grow.   
 
 

8. Recommendations 

 
In response to the findings of this report some initial recommendations are offered for consideration 
by the AdvAnce Steering Group. 
 

8.1 Information, Advice and Guidance 

a) College Careers Services to raise awareness of  facilities for impartial information advice 
and guidance amongst adult learners 

b) Aimhigher to identify and publicise details of  information advice and guidance facilities for 
non college students  

c) AA providers to include information advice and guidance about HE progression within 
apprentice frameworks 

d) Aimhigher to help raise AA awareness of the benefits of HE progression through the 
success stories of ex apprentices 

e) Aimhigher / SWLLN to provide  information,  advice and guidance to employers about HE 
level employee development and CPD programmes   

f) HE providers to use Fd and other placement contacts as an opportunity to discuss the 
benefits of Fds as a workforce development / CPD tool  

 

8.2 HE Providers 

a) HE providers to develop part-time flexible provision for those in work, ideally delivered 
through local colleges and including opportunities for the Honours top up.  

b) HE providers to ensure better articulation between Foundation Degrees and the related top 
up Honours year, in particular better briefing of students and improved co-ordination 
between Fd tutors and Honours tutors  
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