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In the UK context of an ageing population, degree apprentice- Received 19 May 2023
ships represent a new opportunity to study for a degree while Accepted 24 August 2023
working. Apprentices are full-time employees granted time to KEYWORDS

study for a degree with a significant workplace learning com- Degree apprenticeship;
ponent. The aim of this study was to focus on whether degree graduate apprenticeship;
apprenticeships are working for adult apprentices (aged 26 adult learner; adult
and up in this context). New apprentices (n =162) in six uni- apprentice; computing;
versities in Scotland, UK were surveyed to gain a better under- business management
standing of background, prior work and study experience,

motivations and expectations. Results show that adult appren-

tices join apprenticeship programmes with significant work

experience and workplace metaskills, together with

a consolidated sense of self as a professional. Adult appren-

tices aimed to gain a degree while remaining in work, thus

increasing skills in situ. The main barrier identified was the

challenge of achieving work-study-life balance. The findings

can be used to more closely align apprenticeship provision

with adult apprentices’ skills needs while reducing barriers to

accessing and succeeding in apprenticeships. We make recom-

mendations for more flexibility in terms of advanced entry and

Masters-level apprenticeships, with better recognition of prior

experience, motivations and anticipated challenges.

1 Introduction

The notion of the working life of an individual as a linear path from education to
work to retirement at a fixed age has become increasingly outdated in recent years
(Barnes et al. 2020). One driver for this in the context of the UK is the extension of
the age range of the working population through abolition of the default
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retirement age and the increase in the State Pension Age, along with the introduc-
tion of age discrimination legislation (2010 Equality Act). Further factors include the
changing nature of workplaces and technological evolution influencing the skills
required. These place increasing importance on individuals experiencing transitions
within working life, including the necessity of lifelong learning in enabling those
transitions (for example, Boerlijst 2020) and the opportunity of vocational education
and training for those upskilling in work (for example, Dismore 2014).

Degree apprenticeships in the UK (referred to as Graduate
Apprenticeships in Scotland, where this study is based) were designed to
meet the needs of employers by providing education to degree level along
with work-related skills for job roles in which skills gaps have been
reported (BIS 2016). From the outset they have been available to new
and existing employees of participating employers. In Scotland, there is
a requirement that candidates must be at least 16 years of age, with no
upper age limit (SDS 2023). In 2022, 57% of apprentices were aged 25 and
over (60% in 2021) (Scottish Funding Council 2022). For many, these
apprenticeships represent an opportunity to use this degree study to
make a transition rather than an entry point to a lifelong vocation. This
transition may take the form of a career change with a new employer, or
professional development or upskilling to progress within a current role or
take on a new job role with an existing employer.

This study focused on the experience of apprentices for whom a degree
apprenticeship represents or enables a transition within their working life,
rather than an initial entry point to work (Fuller et al. 2015). The OECD classifies
the labour force in terms of three age groups, distinguishing between young
people, those in the ‘prime’ of their working lives, and older workers who are
‘approaching retirement’ (2021). In this paper, we use the term adult apprentice
to refer to apprentices over the age of 26 and younger apprentice for those aged
26 and under. While we recognise that all our apprentices are adults, this
categorisation reflects that used in the literature (for example, Fuller et al. 2015).

A survey was conducted in six universities with new entrants to IT-related or
business management apprenticeship courses in 2020 and 2021 which gath-
ered extensive data on the characteristics of people who choose to enrol on
degree apprenticeships. A previous study based on the 2020 survey investi-
gated social mobility (Smith et al. 2021). The combined dataset shows that
a significant proportion of apprentices surveyed are adults according to the
above definition, and the experience of that group is the focus of this paper.

The study posed the following questions:

(1) What are the characteristics of adult apprentices’: employment, experi-
ence, education?
(2) What are their motivations in undertaking a degree apprenticeship?
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(3) What are the anticipated challenges and concerns associated with under-
taking an apprenticeship as adults?

2 Literature review
2.1 Context

As implemented in the UK, degree apprentices are employees released from
their workplaces to study towards a degree with an apprenticeship provider,
while academic credit is also awarded for workplace learning and projects,
enabling the degree to be completed within the same timeframe as
a traditional full-time degree. Line managers (or mentors) at work negotiate
with apprentice and apprenticeship provider to plan for the assessment of
work-based learning. For the apprentice, integration of work and study can be
relatively seamless and productive, aligned to Fuller and Unwin’s ‘expansive’
approach (Fuller and Unwin 2003). By contrast, some workplaces are ‘restrictive’,
offering fewer opportunities for meaningful work-based learning. Guile and
Lahiff (2017) add a dynamism to conceptualising apprenticeships, recognising
‘contingent work conditions’, adaptations required to fulfil work-based learning
(Guile and Lahiff 2017, 169). Billet (2016) explores the integration between
workplace affordances and the characteristics and perspectives of the appren-
tice, moving forward from models of learning on the job, which prepare people
for initial occupations, to building individuals’ capacities for learning through-
out their working lives. An adult apprenticeship represents an opportunity for
gaining a degree, with associated learning and development, but also
a significant commitment to navigating meaningfully through a workplace.

2.2 Adults’ underlying motivations and orientations towards learning

Adult education research suggests that adults are likely to participate in con-
tinuing education for multiple and complex reasons. Based on in-depth inter-
views, Houle (1961) identified three types of motivational orientation that exist
among adult learners: (1) goal-oriented, (2) activity-oriented, and (3) learning-
oriented. The first type of learner seeks education for specific goals, for example,
to change career. Activity-oriented adults participate in learning for reasons that
may not have explicit connections with the content or purpose of the learning
activity, for example, to expand their professional network. The third type
includes adult learners who seek knowledge for its own sake. Following
Houle, Dia et al.'s (2005) study itemised six factors for adult participation in
continuing education: (1) professional knowledge, (2) career progression, (3)
workplace compliance (4) making new friends and contacts, (5) relief from
routine, and (6) improvement in social welfare skills. Of these factors, develop-
ment of professional knowledge is one of the most often-cited aims in engaging
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with continuing education as a mature student (Dia et al. 2005). Motivations to
embark on a degree apprenticeship have been found to be the goal of securing
highly-paid work (Smith et al. 2018), gaining a recognised qualification
(Leonard, Fuller, and Unwin 2018) and employment opportunities suiting inter-
ests (Malette, Robson, and Thomson 2022). For adult apprentices, Fuller et al.
(2015) report as motivations: career change, gaining qualifications, career pro-
gression, and employer-supported learning.

Over the last three decades there has been a thread of literature that offers
a socio-economic understanding of why adults participate in continuing educa-
tion. Barnett (1999) situates the rise of life-long adult learning against the back-
ground of neoliberalism, characterised by uncertainty and unpredictability, so-
called ‘super-complexity’. Bratton et al. (2003) identify the contextual changes
that give rise to the interest in workplace adult learning, a desire of both
managers and workers to remain competitive. Woodall and Douglas (2000) high-
light how mainstream approaches to adult learning lack an appreciation of social
and political factors, shedding light on the ethical deficiencies associated with the
‘manipulation of individuals’ into acceptance of the need for continuous learning
given ‘increased uncertainty and insecurity in the employment relationship’
(2000, 133). It is argued that the relentless employer demand for credentials
puts power in the hands of the employer (Bills 2003), especially while employer-
funded training activity is cut (Winterbotham et al. 2022). The shift to more
deregulated labour markets and the individualisation of workplace learning is
critical to understanding the context of degree apprenticeships. Therefore, it is
important to consider adults choosing an apprenticeship within the context of
employers’ demands for skills and labour flexibility, while the responsibility (and
ensuing risk) of continual learning is shifted onto individuals. Educational debates
warn about the wider aims of citizenship and scholarship being somewhat
neglected in apprenticeships (inter alia Fuller et al. 2015; H6hns 2022; Mazenod
2016), with the identity reconstruction associated with vocational learning ham-
pered by restrictive hierarchies of learning and status associated with vocational
education (Brockmann and Laurie 2016; Héhns 2022; Mazenod 2016).

2.3 Barriers and challenges related to being an adult apprentice

While there are many motivating factors to undertake an apprenticeship as an
adult, barriers and challenges exist. From a sociological perspective, there is still
stigma associated with becoming an apprentice including connotations of
working-class masculinity (for example, Brockmann and Laurie 2016) and
youth (Fuller et al. 2015). There is also a complex landscape of learning options
including upskilling/reskilling/professional accreditations/professional certifica-
tions competing alongside a full apprenticeship (Dismore 2014; Jorgensen
2017), while employers understandably lack awareness of this landscape, yet
hold the power to approve access, or not.
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From the outset, degree apprentices express concern about learning and
understanding ('keeping up’ and ‘academic failure’), achieving a balance between
work and study, the academic environment, and staying in their current job for
the four years required to complete the degree (Smith et al. 2018). During the
apprenticeship, apprentices found the volume and style of academic work chal-
lenging, especially combined with their work roles (Hughes and Saieva 2019).
Hughes and Saieva found that while some adult apprentices lack experience and
confidence studying at Higher Education (HE) level, they have acquired expert
knowledge in their field and are often high achievers in their workplace. However,
as they enter HE they are no longer considered experts, which combined with the
‘alien’ environment can lead to them feeling insecure in their new role. As high
achievers, they set themselves high targets for HE results which they may initially
achieve. Over time, increasing course complexity, mounting work pressures and
family commitments can all contribute to a lack of dedicated study time, leading
to lower grades and a negative impact on confidence levels. Consequently, given
the balance needed between work, study and life, the tension between academic
rigour and pragmatic approaches is very real for apprentices (Poole et al. 2023).

The construct of ‘work - life balance’ (WLB) is increasingly contested, con-
sidering the changing nature of working life. WLB can be defined as ‘the
individual perception that work and non-work activities are compatible and
promote growth in accordance with an individual’s current life priorities’
(Kalliath and Brough 2008, 326). This approach to WLB focuses on perceptions,
recognising that perceptions of balance may change over time because of
changing life priorities (Chan et al. 2016). The mainstream WLB literature adopts
a person-centric approach, where the ‘key understanding of WLB comes via the
employee’s own perception of how they manage the various roles in their life’
(Haar and Brougham 2022, 787). Apprentices add study into the mix in
a continual process of rebalancing work, family and study (Smith et al. 2020),
trying to ascertain ‘whether the degree was worth the investment’ (Dismore
2014, 399), especially if grades start to suffer. More critical scholarship sheds
light on the importance of an intersectional focus in terms of considerations of
apprentice’s role identities and power in the workplace (Thrasher et al. 2022).
Rowe (2019) identifies three categories related to the pressures and concerns of
apprentices:

(1) Pressure created by study (e.g. submission deadlines and evidencing
academic skills);

(2) Pressure created within the workplace (e.g. workload); and

(3) Pressure created at home.

Meanwhile, apprentices report they are not always able to ring-fence their off-
the-job time to deal with such pressures (Poole et al. 2023), especially during
periods of assessment (Fuller et al. 2015).
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The study presented in this paper was designed to examine the motivations
and experiences of adult apprentices as a way of determining how well served
they are by current degree apprenticeship provision.

3 Study methodology
3.1 Participants and procedure

An online survey was designed to query apprentices on their prior experience of
further education, higher education, and apprenticeships. The study completed
the ethical approval process, including a data management plan and privacy
impact statement at the initiating university (ENU Education Research Integrity
Committee reference 2,764,847). The survey was distributed twice: in 2020, and
then again in 2021. In each year, the survey was promoted to degree apprentices
studying Computing at the beginning of their first year of study, and Business
courses across all years as they had not previously been surveyed, in six univer-
sities in Scotland. The apprentices were incentivised by a prize draw for vouchers.
A total of 162 valid responses were collected. Participant demographics are
shown in Table 1.

For the purpose of the data analysis in this study, apprentices were
categorised as ‘adult apprentices’ if they were over 26 years old. The
majority of the respondents to the survey were classified as adult appren-
tices (n=100; 61.7%), with the majority of these aged between 31 and 40
years old (48%).

Table 1. Participant demographics.

Adult apprentices
Younger apprentices % (n =62) % (n=100)

Age 18 or under 22.6% 0.0%
19to 21 37.1% 0.0%
22 to 25 40.3% 0.0%
26 to 30 0.0% 33.0%
31to 40 0.0% 48.0%
Over 40 0.0% 19.0%
Apprentice Framework  Business Management 14.5% 19.0%
Data science 12.9% 29.0%
Cyber security 11.3% 5.0%
ITMB 9.7% 6.0%
Software 51.6% 40%
Gender Female 35.5% 34.0%
Male 59.7% 64.0%
Other 1.6% 0.0%
Prefer not to say 3.2% 2.0%
Parents attended uni Both did 24.2% 9.0%
One did 33.9% 24.0%
Neither did 41.9% 63.0%
Don't know 0.0% 2.0%
SIMD* binary Below 40% (most deprived) 40.4% 28.0%
Above 40% 59.6% 59.0%
Entry Route Started at first year 80.6% 86.0%
Direct Entrant 19.3% 14.0%

*SIMD - Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation https://www.gov.scot/collections/scottish-index-of-multiple-
deprivation-2020/.
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Table 2. Employment status at the start.

Younger Adult
Apprentices Apprentices
% (n=61) % (n=100) Total p-value
| joined my employer organisation to do this 65.6% 26% 66 .001
apprenticeship
Joined as a Modern Apprentice 26.2% 3% 19
An existing employee converting to degree apprentice 8.2% 71% 76

3.2 Instrument and data analysis

The survey asked the apprentices their reasons for choosing the apprenticeship
degree and their subject; their aims and existing skills; questions about their
employment and professional identity using Likert scale questions; and also
included demographic questions. The survey questions are reproduced in
Appendix A. The Mann-Whitney U-test was used to compare the responses of
young and adult apprentices based on their Likert scale responses. A chi-square
test of independence was used to compare distribution of responses (for example,
employment at the start of apprenticeship). Repeated testing was taken into
account by applying Bonferroni correction. Effect sizes are also reported.

For the 2021 run of the survey, a new free text question was introduced: ‘Why
now? Why do you think now is the right time for you to start a programme of
study?’ Free text responses were coded independently by three researchers,
using agreed codes under the agreed themes as dichotomies (Boyatzis 1998).
The average inter-rater reliability is .78 across codes (Table 2), indicating sub-
stantial agreement. Comparison of the responses for each theme was done
using a chi-squared test of independence.

4 Findings

The findings section is presented as i) building a picture of adult apprentices:
employment status, existing skills, sense of self; ii) their expressed aims and
reasons for undertaking the apprenticeship; and iii) areas of concern identified
by the apprentices surveyed.

4.1 Building a picture of adult apprentices

Most of the adult apprentices were existing employees (71%), whereas younger
apprentices were more likely to have been recruited to do the apprenticeship.
Table 3 shows the status of the participants when they started the apprentice-
ship. A chi-square test of independence shows a significant difference between
the employment status of younger and adult apprentices at the start of the
programme. The survey also asked how long apprentices had been with their
employer: about half (53%) of adult apprentices had been with their employers
for 3+ years.
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Table 3. Existing skills (Younger n =62, adult n = 100).

Mean Effect
Group Rank  p-value  size
Interpersonal skills (e.g. working as a team, Younger 66.65 .001 25
communications) apprentices
Adult 89.99
apprentices
Technical skills Younger 70.31 .019 18
apprentice
Adult apprentices  87.70
Theoretical knowledge and/or experience of relevant tools Younger 72.21 .066 14
or applications apprentices
Adult apprentices  85.74
Management and project management Younger 61.52 <.001 34
apprentices
Adult 93.20
apprentices
Professional skills (e.g. understanding business processes)  Younger 56.59 <.001 41
apprentices
Adult 95.23
apprentices
Writing (e.g. technical writing, report writing) Younger 69.79 .017 .19

apprentices
Adult apprentices  87.28
Problem solving and critical thinking Younger 69.98 .025 .18
apprentices
Adult apprentices  86.08
Willingness to learn Younger 69.98 177 1
apprentices
Adult apprentices  86.28

*significant if p <.006).

The survey asked about prior education, specifically any previous appren-
ticeships (sub-degree level), Further Education (sub-degree) or Higher
Education (degree level). A higher proportion of younger apprentices had
already completed a sub-degree apprenticeship or a similar type of appren-
ticeship, when compared with adult apprentices. This was expected following
a recent expansion of post-school apprenticeships; adult apprentices would
not have been exposed to this style of apprenticeship at the start of their
working life.

In terms of the apprentices’ previous experience of Further Education, there
was no discernible difference in the proportion of adult and younger appren-
tices. The majority of each had not completed a Further Education course prior
to starting this apprenticeship.

A higher proportion of adult apprentices had already completed a degree in
HE (37% vs. 8.1% of the younger apprentices). For the adult apprentices, these
previous HE experiences were mostly in a different subject whereas for the
younger apprentices, degrees were in a similar or related subject. It should be
noted that these apprentices are responding from a Scottish context: funding
for apprenticeships is considered separately from funding for a first HE degree,
thus offering a reskilling route for those whose first degree did not support their
work expectations or needs. Examples included degrees in history and English
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Table 4. Professional or apprentice identity (Younger n =62, adult n=99).
Younger Apprentices Mean Rank Adult Apprentices Mean Rank Asymp, sig. (2 tailed)

Professional identity 7.34 87.68 .02
Apprentice identity 103.97 66.62 .00

literature. In spite of considerable prior learning, only 14% of adult apprentices
were direct entrants into advanced levels of the degree (Table 1).

4.1.1 Existing skills

Participants were asked about the skills they felt they already had prior to
starting the apprenticeship. Adult apprentices self-rated their existing skills
higher than the younger apprentices across all categories (Table 4). A higher
mean rank for one group indicates that the overall observed values in that
group are higher than the other group. Significant differences in the mean rank
after Bonferroni correction (highlighted in bold) were found to be: interpersonal
skills, project management, and professional skills, likely due to the fact that
adult apprentices had pre-existing management and work experience from
their careers up to the point of starting the apprenticeship, when compared
to a younger cohort (who are more likely to have joined the apprenticeship as
a ‘first’ step into their careers).

4.1.2 Apprentice self-identification

The survey asked whether participants viewed themselves as an apprentice or
professional using a seven-point Likert scale (Table 5). Adult apprentices identi-
fied more closely as professionals than apprentices, while self-identification as
an apprentice was stronger for younger apprentices (who may have applied
directly for a role specifically advertised as an apprenticeship).

4.2 Motivation to be an adult apprentice

4.2.1 Aims

Participants were asked what their main aims were in becoming an apprentice
by rating the importance of (previously identified) aims using a seven-point
Likert scale (0 = not important, 6= highly important) (Table 6). The aims which
the adult apprentices ranked more highly were ‘For professional and/or perso-
nal growth’ and ‘To benefit my employer organisation’, but these differences in
scores were not statistically significant compared with younger apprentices.
There is a statistical significance reported in the difference between the motiva-
tion for young people ‘to gain work experience while learning’ when compared
to adult learners. This is likely because adult learners were at a stage of their
career where they were more established and already had extensive work
experience.
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Table 5. Main aims in choosing apprenticeship (Younger n =62, Adult = 100).

Mean p-value (Mann- Effect
Group Rank Whitney Test) size
To gain a degree qualification Younger 88.29 061 15

apprentices
Adult apprentices  77.29
To gain knowledge and skill Younger 82.19 .826 .02
apprentices
Adult apprentices  81.07

To improve career options and/or achieve  Younger 85.88 181 1
career goals apprentices
Adult apprentices  78.03
For professional and/or personal growth Younger 74.03 125 12

apprentices
Adult apprentices  83.62
To benefit my employer organisation Younger 72.25 .043 .16
apprentices
Adult apprentices ~ 87.24

To gain work experience while learning Younger 98.06 <.001 .30
apprentices
Adult 71.24
apprentices
To earn while learning Younger 85.89 240 .09

apprentices
Adult apprentices  77.94

*significant if p <.007).

Table 6. Reasons for choosing an apprenticeship (Younger n =62, adult n = 100).

Mean p-value (Mann-Whitney  Effect
Group Rank Test) size

Why: Financial reasons Younger 84.21 397 .07
apprentices
Adult apprentices 78.15
Can keep current job Younger 63.53 <.001 .29
apprentices
Adult apprentices  89.28
Work experience while studying Younger 90.76 .050 15
apprentices
Adult apprentices 75.76

Increase employability and career Younger 80.50 .900 .01
opportunities apprentices
Adult apprentices 79.68
Traditional degree would not suit Younger 70.84 .104 13
apprentice
Adult apprentices 82.64
Enjoy practice-based learning Younger 81.18 613 .04

apprentices
Adult apprentices 77.58

*significant if p <.008).

4.2.2 Reasons to choose an apprenticeship

Participants were asked to report on their reasons for choosing to undertake an
apprenticeship. A set of criteria were rated using a 7-point Likert scale (Table 7).
There is a statistically significant result, showing that adult apprentices were
more likely to have chosen an apprenticeship because they could ‘keep their
current job’ (perhaps using the apprenticeship to upskill with their current
employer) when compared to the younger learners.
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Table 7. "Why now?'(Younger n = 36, adult n = 62).

Younger Adult

Apprentices Apprentices  Fisher's
% % Test

(n=36) (n=62) p-value
Good timing because I'm young (head start for career, good 25% 0% .000

time to learn)

Children are older 5.6% 8.1% 1.000
Maturity to take on degree/Not getting any younger 19.4% 6.5% .093
Finance (gain/keep income) 8.3% 14.5% 526
Combine work and study/work experience 16.7% 12.9% .766
Just completed school/qualification 25% 4.8% .008
Career move/skills/confidence 3.6% 50% .090
Right time/opportunity 11.1% 37.1% .005

*significant if p <.007).

Apprentices were also asked to provide their postcode, which was analysed
by Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation quintile (SMID20-SIMD100) as a proxy
for current socio-economic status. The Mean rank in Table 7 was higher for those
from <SIMD40 (from postcodes that fall within the 40% most socio-
economically deprived areas) on the aspect of gaining a degree qualification
(p =.038) but this was not significant after Bonferroni correction.

4.2.3 Why now?
The 2021 survey asked the open text question ‘Why now?’, i.e. why they had
chosen this time to start the apprenticeship. Table 8 lists the codes identified
together with the percentages of apprentices mentioning them, by age group.
Each response could be coded to multiple codes.

For both groups, the apprenticeship was seen as a way to advance their
career by gaining skills. Half of the adult apprentices gave this reason, compared

Table 8. Anticipated challenges (Younger n =62, adult n=100).

Group Mean Rank p-value Effect size

Work-study-life balance (e.g. time management)  Younger apprentices  67.94 .002 24
Adult apprentices 89.91

Technical skills Younger apprentices 80.56 923 .01
Adult apprentices 81.28

Maths Younger apprentices 72.65 .108 13
Adult apprentices 84.58

Understanding theory Younger apprentices 79.91 .897 .01
Adult apprentices 80.27

Back to learning Younger apprentices 7242 .097 a3
Adult apprentices 84.72

Academic skills (e.g. writing, giving presentations) Younger apprentices 73.14 110 a3
Adult apprentices 85.04

Stress and/or anxiety Younger apprentices 82.15 717 .03
Adult apprentices 79.46

Self-study (e.g. focus and/or motivation) Younger apprentices 78.71 .862 .01
Adult apprentices 79.98

Some aspect of your job Younger apprentices 75.76 352 .07

Adult apprentices 82.64
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Study Options
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Figure 1. Alternative study options considered.

to under a third of the younger apprentices, possibly reflecting the need for life-
long learning in IT and business management careers. For example, as one older
respondent explains: ‘I'm at a point in my career where | want to progress but
may lack the vital skills or experience’. Adult apprentices were also more likely to
describe recognising the apprenticeship as an ‘opportunity’ or specify that it
was the ‘right time’ in their lives (personal or professional). For example: ‘I did
not wish to leave my current role/employer to start a degree, but this was
a fantastic opportunity for me personally’ and ‘They gave me an opportunity,
and | took it". The equivalent for younger apprentices was that they had just
finished a previous qualification, such as school, Further Education, or a sub-
degree apprenticeship. For example, as one younger apprentice notes, ‘I've just
completed my [diploma] in the same field. Now is the time to further my
knowledge and get into the working world of software’. Unsurprisingly, only
younger apprentices indicated the benefits of being young as their reason for
undertaking the apprenticeship, for example: ‘I wanted to start now as | feel like
| am too young to be in full time employment without doing any extra
qualifications’.

4.2.4 Alternative study options

The survey asked if the participants had been considering any other study
options. Many of the adult apprentices had not considered other study options
(41% vs. 22.6% of younger apprentices) (Figure 1). Only 17% of adult appren-
tices had considered other degree options (vs. 50% of younger apprentices).
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4.3 Anticipated challenges

Most participants were surveyed at the beginning of their course and asked
what challenges they anticipated in completing the apprenticeship by rating
the items identified in Table 8 on a Likert scale of 0 (not challenging) to 6
(challenging). For adult apprentices, the challenge of being able to balance
work-study-life was significantly higher (p =.002), echoing Rowe (2019). No
other significant differences were found.

5 Discussion

Degree apprenticeships offer a relatively new (and expanding) way of studying
for a degree that recognises both the HE environment and workplace as loca-
tions for learning. The findings show that apprenticeships appeal to adults
already in work as a means of progressing; of taking an opportunity offered.
The profile of adult apprentices differs from younger apprentices: our findings
show that they were more likely to be upskilling where they were currently
employed; they did not want to leave their job and study for a traditional degree
or take up an apprenticeship elsewhere; nor had they considered other options,
so this presented a unique opportunity. Their agency was bounded by their
workplace circumstances (Billett and Choy 2013). As learning at work requires
the apprentices to expand their boundaries and transform work practices,
needing and making a case for their employers’ support is an appropriate start.

Adult apprentices were more confident in their existing skills (inter-personal,
project management and professional) than younger apprentices, together with
a sense of self as a professional. They were taking the opportunity to gain
a degree, though this opportunity came with concerns over work-life balance,
as discussed below. Motivations to start the apprenticeship overlapped with
professional knowledge/advancement as reported by Dia et al. (2005), while the
constraining factor was to do this while remaining in work. Similarly, Schuller and
Watson (2009) found that people’s aims for learning in the second stage (aged
25-50) were sustaining productivity and prosperity. Adult apprentices in our
study were goal-oriented (Houle 1961), identifying goals related to personal
and professional growth, but they were also motivated by the benefits their
new knowledge would bring for their employer. Our findings reveal a more
nuanced picture of motivations compared with Leonard et al.’s (2018) suggestion
that the degree certificate is the main motivation; instead, the adult apprentices
in our study prioritised gaining knowledge and skill, professional and personal
growth, and benefitting their employer organisation. Whereas younger appren-
tices were more motivated by gaining work experience, adult apprentices
showed awareness of and commitment to the alignment between work and
study, one of the cornerstones of the apprenticeship, through recognising skills
benefits both to themselves and their organisations. This finding is important, as
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Felstead (2010) reports employer concerns about declining work commitment
among older workers, and older workers being overlooked for learning and
development opportunities (Leonard, Fuller, and Unwin 2018). It is also important
for the individuals themselves as such alignment between theory and practice is
a feature of effective vocational education (Hordern 2014; Mazenod 2016) and has
been linked to individuals thriving at work (Conway and Foskey 2015).

The desire of adult apprentices to derive benefit for their employing organi-
sations should be emphasised by apprenticeship providers in discussions with
employers, as it could serve to mitigate age discrimination at work which causes
de facto upper age limits for participation, promotes beliefs that older workers
are unable to adapt and learn new technology (Fuller et al. 2015) and under-
values previous experience (Leonard, Fuller, and Unwin 2018). As a counter to
those who argue that apprenticeships should be oriented to younger people
(for example, Mazenod 2016) we argue access to apprenticeships for adults
should remain. Apprentices from disadvantaged groups and women are more
likely to join at a later stage in their careers (Smith et al. 2020, 2021), spending
longer in low paid roles, in a position whereby the apprenticeship becomes
a unique opportunity for professional advancement. 37% of the adult appren-
tices in this survey had previously completed unrelated degrees. It is possible
that this post-graduation return to study could be achieved more efficiently
through an increase in availability of work-based postgraduate courses.

Overall, the return on investment for the apprentice and their organisation will
increasingly outweigh the study time commitment as retirement age increases in
the face of shrinking pension funds (Felstead 2010), though that does not help
the adult apprentices juggling competing priorities in the short term.

5.1 Competing priorities

The main concern for adult apprentices (significant in comparison to younger
apprentices) was achieving a balance between work, study, and life. This has
previously been reported in relation to adult apprentices (Fabian et al. 2022;
Fuller et al. 2015). To some extent, these competing priorities cannot be
avoided, as adult apprentices are more likely to embark on the apprenticeship
with pre-existing responsibilities, including child-care and higher expectations
of ongoing contribution to their day-job. The COVID-19 pandemic may have
added further unforeseen responsibilities. To help adult apprentices balance
multiple commitments, apprenticeship providers should express expectations
of the time commitment clearly to employers to ensure dedicated study time is
agreed as set out in the policy documents (Poole et al. 2023); and run develop-
ment sessions for academic staff ensuring they are ‘versed in education and
practice’ (Dawson and Osborne 2020, 114) to recognise the need for flexibility of
timescales for assignments. The work-life-study balance needs to afford time for
reflection (Fuller and Unwin 2003).
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Could more be done to recognise prior experience and learning? Despite
assurances that prior learning could be used for advanced entry, the majority
(86%) started in the first year of the four-year apprenticeship. Across Scotland,
only 17.5% of apprentices gained advanced entry based on recognition of prior
learning (including experiential learning) in 2022 (SFC 2022).

Previous research (Fabian et al. 2023) found that job adverts failed to signpost
opportunities for advanced entry, so there may be a lack of awareness on the part
of employers. This places the responsibility on the apprenticeship providers, who
fall back on ‘logistical requirements of institutions’ to determine application
decisions (Young and Hordern 2022, 82). Focusing on the award/recognition of
an undergraduate degree without fully recognising prior learning results in
everyone going through a lengthy degree, leaving adult apprentices torn
between work, study, and life over an extended period. The adult apprentices
in this study brought skills and self-identity as professionals and this self-
identification could point towards a new approach that would retain the oppor-
tunity while reducing the challenge of a lengthy period of study. Poortman, llleris,
and Nieuwenhuis (2011) recommend a balance of assimilative and accommoda-
tive work-based learning. Assimilation of learning entails integration into pre-
viously established structures (for example, project management, professional
and inter-personal skills). Accommodative learning processes involve requiring
the learner to accommodate new ways of working as a result of learning.
Apprenticeships could take more advantage of experiential/assimilated learning
to afford more focus on accommodative learning that could allow for better work-
study-life balance. This could be realised through a closer adherence to the
recognition of prior experiential learning for advanced entry, combined with
more effective promotion of direct entry to later years of the degree apprentice-
ship. In Scotland, an increase in the range of Masters apprenticeships on offer
would be welcomed. Such provision could help support the twin aims of reducing
the duration of the work-study-life balance challenge, while still meeting appren-
tices’ aims to increase their professional and personal growth.

6 Conclusion

Adult apprentices start apprenticeships with different motivations from
younger apprentices and anticipate different challenges. Adult apprentices
seek personal/professional growth, while worrying about their work-study-
life balance. They also aimed for the apprenticeship to benefit their
employing organisation: i.e. that their work-based learning should
improve workplace practice. We make a case for apprenticeship providers
to adhere more closely to the principles of recognising prior learning
(including work experience) together with an increase in Masters-level
apprenticeships to reduce the duration of the apprenticeship for those
that bring skills and experience that are not currently fully recognised.
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Employers should ensure their signalling of the opportunity reaches
employees and recruits: an opportunity for both employer and (at times
uniquely) individual.

We recommend that future research is conducted to explore more fully the
workplace learning experiences of adult apprentices, in particular the nature of
the alignment between work and work-based learning. We also recommend
gaining a better understanding of employers’ perspectives including the extent
to which they would agree that the apprenticeship benefits their organisations,
for example, improving employee productivity or service quality. Certainly,
further research is required to understand why so few adult apprentices gain
advanced entry. In terms of limitations, all universities contributing to this study
are located in Scotland where Honours degrees take 4 years and degree appren-
ticeships are implemented through agreed frameworks based on aggregated
employer requests. Both factors could affect generalisability of findings.
Apprentices were surveyed early in their apprenticeship, so had limited lived
experience of their work contexts. A follow-up study to understand how the
workplace context facilitated the degree is recommended.
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Appendix A: Apprentice survey questions (2021 minus preamble)

Your course
Your university / college:
Your degree course:
What calendar year did you start this apprenticeship degree?
What year of university did you start in?
1st year / 2nd year / 3rd year / 4th year
Your current role
How long have you been working for your current (apprenticeship) employer?
Were you taken on as an apprentice?
No, | am an existing employee / | was originally taken on in a Modern Apprenticeship role / | joined my employer
organisation to do this apprenticeship / Other (please specify):
What is your current job title/role title?
When | meet new people at work | describe myself as an apprentice
Please rate the likelihood of this from 0 (never) to 6 (always)
| feel like a professional in my sector
Please rate how you feel about this, from 0 (not at all yet) to 6 (always)
Please could you tell us a little more about yourself.
Did either or both of your parents or carers go to university or polytechnic?
Neither did / One did / Both did / Don't know
Your postcode (before you started the apprenticeship degree)
Your age:
18 orunder/19to 21 /22 to 25/ 26 to 30/ 31 to 40 / Over 40
Your gender:
Female / Male / Prefer not to say / Other
Your ethnic background:
White UK / Black or Black British (African / Caribbean / Other Black background) / White Non-UK / Chinese / Arab
/ Gypsy or Traveller / Irish Traveller / Asian or Asian British (Bangladeshi / Indian/ Pakistani) / Mixed / Other
Asian background / Other (please specify)
Before you started this degree apprenticeship...
Have you started or completed any other apprenticeships?*
(Please check all that apply): No / Started Modern Apprenticeship, but did not complete / Completed Modern
Apprenticeship(s) / Completed another type of apprenticeship (please specify below) / Started apprenticeship
degree, but did not complete / I’m switching from another apprenticeship degree / Other (please specify)
Please write the subjects and completion dates of any previous apprenticeships
When did you leave school?
Do you have any experience of further education/ college?
Please tick all that apply: No / Started college course, but didn't complete / Completed college course(s)/ Other:
If you started or completed a college award, was it the same subject area as this apprenticeship?
Yes / Similar or related / No, different subject, Subject:
Do you have any experience of higher education?
Please tick all that apply: No / Started university degree, but didn't complete / Completed university degree /
Postgraduate university degree (e.g. masters) / Other:
If you started or completed a university degree, was it the same subject area as this apprenticeship?
Yes / Similar or related / No, different subject, Subject:
Choosing this apprenticeship degree
Why did you choose this apprenticeship degree, rather than a traditional full-time degree?
Please rate the importance to you of the reasons listed below for choosing this type of degree. From 0 (not important) to 6
(very important)
e  Financial reasons
e  Can keep current job
e Work experience while studying
e Increase employability and career opportunities
e  Traditional degree would not suit
e  Enjoy practice-based learning (e.g. enjoyed previous apprenticeship)
Were you considering other options? (e.g. traditional degree, part-time degree, apprenticeship degree in another subject,
certificates)
Please tick all that apply: No / Yes, traditional degree or masters degree / Yes, part-time degree, or online (e.g.
Open University) / Other study options or qualifications / Other jobs or other apprenticeships / Other:



Why now?
Why do you think now is the right time for you to start a programme of study? [Text box]
How did you hear about the apprenticeship degree?
Please tick all that apply: Apprenticeships.scot or apprenticeships.gov.uk or Skills Development Scotland /
Government website / Social media or other online source / Through work or a job interview / School, college, or
training provider / From a university (e.g. website, event, or press release) / Family (e.g. parent) / Friends/ partner
/ Other:
Who did you seek/ receive advice from (about doing this degree)?
Please tick all that apply: Employer or line manager / People in industry / Friends/ partner / Family (e.g. parent) /
University / | didn’t ask/receive/follow anyone’s advice / Other (whose advice?)
Aims and challenges
When did you first consider a career in area (i.e. the area of your job and/or apprenticeship degree)?
Please choose one: From childhood (i.e. pre-school or primary age) / While you were at secondary school /
Between school and work (e.g. during college or previous higher education) / During working life (including
previous apprenticeships)
What (or who) first inspired your interest in this field?
Please choose your first inspiration(s) (max 3 answers): It’s a longstanding personal interest / Inspired by my
interest in games / Family (e.g. parent) / Friend / Teacher or experience at school / Another course (e.g. at college
or uni) / Work (e.g. a current or previous employer, or your colleagues) / Someone famous (or well-known in the
field ) / An event / Other/ more info:
What are your main aims in undertaking this apprenticeship degree?
Please rate the importance to you of the objectives listed below. From 0 (not important) to 6 (very important)
e To gain a degree qualification
e  To gain knowledge and skill
e Toimprove career options and/or achieve career goals
e  For professional and/or personal growth
e  To benefit my employer organisation
e  To gain work experience while learning
e  To earn while learning
What do you think will be the main challenges —for you?
Please rate how challenging you feel these factors will be for you. From 0 (Easy) to 6 (Very challenging)
e  Work-study-life balance (e.g. time management)
e Technical skills
e  Maths
e Understanding theory
e  Backto learning
e Academic skills (e.g. writing, giving presentations)
e  Stress and/or anxiety
e  Self-study (e.g. focus and/ or motivation)
e  Some aspect of your job
e Willingness to learn
e Other challenges not listed above [Text box]
What skills do you have already?
Please rate your competence in the skills listed below. From 0 (I do not have this skill) to 6 (I am highly skilled/
experienced in this area)
e Interpersonal skills (e.g. working as a team, communications)
e Technical skills
e  Theoretical knowledge and/or experience of relevant tools or
e applications
e  Management and project management
e Professional skills (e.g. understanding business processes)
e Writing (e.g. technical writing, report writing)
e Problem solving and critical thinking
e Willingness to learn
e  Other skill not listed above
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