Perceptions of degree apprenticeships as enablers to attaining social mobility and career aspirations from working class origins.


Abstract:
This paper presents initial insights and potential actions based on findings from a small-scale, pilot study.  Applying a case study UK Higher Education Institute’s (HEI) Degree Apprenticeship (DA) programme, working class origins and lived experiences of apprentices in attaining social mobility aspirations, are explored.
Using interpretive, qualitative methods, the study identified some positive examples of upward social mobility attained as a result of studying the DA and also themes of the DA as a second-or-third choice career option and of failed employer attempts to maximise their apprenticeship levy and to promote DA’s to those most in need of the opportunity.  
In conclusion, recruitment campaigns on DA programmes should be redesigned and enhanced.  Such developments would improve the recruiting of apprentices as school-leavers from lower socio-economic groups, especially for those leaving the care system, or those in receipt of free school meals and into first-choice or desirable career options.   
It is suggested that by enhancing recruitment practices and the early targeting of those most in need of upward social mobility, we can support apprentices to achieve their first-choice career aspirations and improve their socio-economic status through the DA route.
Introduction
Drawing upon findings from a small-scale pilot project, this paper explores the human experience of individuals from working-class backgrounds who pursue upward social mobility through the DA model. 
Social mobility can be defined as ‘the link between a person’s occupation or income and the occupation or income of their parents.’ (Social Mobility Commission, 2021), it relates to a parents social origin, occupational outcomes and degree attainment.  Whilst attaining a degree is a feature of this case, Bathmaker et al (2013) highlighted middle-class advantage and argued that, in terms of educational outcomes, the lives of working-class students compounds rather than alleviates social inequalities.  Indeed for the middle and upper classes, lacking a degree poses a risk of downward social mobility (Wakeling and Laurison, 2017, p. 533; Bathmaker et al, 2016, p. 2).  This link between education and social mobility has long been held, although Bourdieu (1984) wrote of the disparity between the social identity that education promises and the reality of what it actually offers, referring to the working class’s disaffection and disenchantment of education (Bourdieu, 1984, pp. 139-140 put edited by in references).  
Recent UK government’s efforts to reduce such inequalities in education brought about the 2012 Richard review, which recommended apprenticeships be designed as a model for reducing social disparities (Richard, 2012, p. 108).   Further, the review of Wilson (2012) encouraged the availability of more work-based learning opportunities, including apprenticeships.  Consequently, DAs were launched in 2015, with claims to widen participation and improve social mobility (BIS; 2015).   However, the debate over the extent to which obtaining a Degree fulfils the social mobility aspirations of those from lower socio-economic backgrounds continued with the Wakeham review (2016) which expressed concern for the reduced educational and employability outcomes of economically disadvantaged students (Wakeham, 2016, p. 11) and with Reay (2018, p. 528) who argued that working class HE students are failed by the education system.  There are further claims about the limitations of DAs and their potential for promoting social mobility with Smith et al (2021, p. 520)  claiming DA graduates are vulnerable to a lack of mobility and transferability across sectors and employers.
Understanding the career aspirations of apprentices was central to this study.   Apprentices are frequently pursuing a career change (Jones et al; 2022), or career set-back (Kutscher and Mayrhofer; 2023, Ibarra; 2023), although some enrol as a matter of contractual obligation (Cook et al; 2024) as apprenticeship funding rules allow for existing members of an employers staff to qualify for apprenticeship levy funding. The Social Mobility Commission (2020) raise concerns that the ability to recruit current employees onto DA’s limits the ability of the model to provide opportunities to those from lower socio-economic backgrounds.  Specifically, there are worries that older apprentices are potentially more likely to come from the existing workforce and who may have already achieved a higher qualification and level of social mobility, prior to the apprenticeship.
Methodology
The paper is based on the case of a DA programme and the researcher is appointed as part of the case study HEI’s qualification team.  An exploratory study was designed to gather insights from a small group of apprentices, with the aim of informing a larger study planned for 2025.  The study was designed to gain a deeper understanding of the student experience of the DA, from those apprentices from lower socio-economic backgrounds and how these experiences could inform employer, institutional and political decision making when recruiting and training DA apprentices from such backgrounds.
The project followed a naturalist paradigm, relying on qualitative methods with data gathered in a natural setting, using methods suggested by Guba and Lincoln (1982, p. 233).  Qualitative research methods allow exploration of complex social phenomena within life stories and cultural contexts (Mac an Ghaill, 1989, p. 159) and they offer a chance to engage with individuals on personal or sensitive issues, in a naturalistic approach to working (Cook and Hess, 2007, p. 30), making such methods an appropriate choice for the topic of this study.  
A case study method was selected, an approach strongly associated with qualitative research (Platt, 1992, p. 18) with data gathered in semi-structured interviews.  The case study method is popular in educational research as a way to explore a variety of participant views including socio-political perspectives (Harrison et al; 2017) such as in this case.   Whilst qualitative case study research faces criticism that it’s conclusions are not generalizable and applicable to other social settings, Gomm et al (2000, pp. 98-99) advocates that the significance of qualitative case study research should not be undermined, equally Yazan (2015, p. 134) also defends the method as being reliable and justifiable.
Semi-structured interviews were carried out, with the purpose of exploring the specific opinions and experiences of participants.  The research design and data gathering instruments were each aligned to Leiningers’ (1987, 1990, 1991, 1994), six evaluation criteria; credibility, confirmability, meaning-in-context, recurrent patterning, saturation and transferability, in an attempt to adhere to these standards, as far as possible, given the small sample size.  

[bookmark: _Hlk156207215]Non-probability sampling methods, using the purposive and quota sampling techniques, were employed.  Following employer consent, apprentices were invited to take part and five participants came forward voluntarily, self-determining as working class, or from ‘lower socio-economic’ groups, using the three questions of the Social Mobility Commission (2021) toolkit.  

Results
Apprentices shared their understanding of how they identify as working-class.  They talked about their experiences of attending state-schools, some in receipt of free school meals and some experiences of extreme poverty, due to significant life events, such as the death of a parent or the loss of a family business.  
The attainment of the DA was for participants, not their first career aspiration but their second or third choice, they had worked in a variety of entry-level roles such as in construction, estates letting, retail and sales roles, or had been made redundant before securing the DA.
Participants discussed markers of class, such as the geographical area they were raised in, as having presented challenges in attaining career ambitions.   For one apprentice, their northern location had posed difficulties when leaving school and looking for work and so they moved to London aged 17, looking for better opportunities and had stayed there ever since. 
All apprentices were existing employees, when the DA was offered to them.  They all currently aspired to middle and senior management positions, although three had already attained such positions before the DA opportunity presented itself.  Participants talked about the lack of workplace opportunities available to those from lower socio-economic backgrounds, although other cohorts (“young people” and “ethically diverse”) were targeted with DA opportunities.   One apprentice gave a detailed example of how their employer struggled to utilize their apprenticeship levy.  Consequently,  when the opportunity arose for senior managers to enrol on level 6 apprenticeships, our participant took advantage of it.
Amongst the discussions, there were good examples of how the DA has helped apprentices to move upward, with one participant securing a promotion with the same employer.

Discussion  
The evidence presented in this, albeit limited, case study suggests there are some successes of the DA in achieving it’s desired effect of social mobility.  However, the DA was an alternative second-or-third career choice whereby apprentices made the most of the limited opportunities on offer in attaining any type of career or social mobility.
Disappointingly, participants had limited their career choices from a young age and made what they considered to be safe career choices and realistic career aspirations which did not necessitate a degree.  Although apprentices may not have been aware of the range of potential career choices by school leaving age, it’s argued that attaining ones primary career choice, leads to better job satisfaction and performance (Leong et al; 2023; Marcus and Wagner; 2015) and in the case of those from lower-socio economic backgrounds, it would also lead to ones improved social and economic situation earlier in life, if at all.
In order to improve social mobility, contribute to widening participation and the levelling-up agenda, DAs and the apprenticeship levy should support an improvement in diversity in the workforce, by providing opportunities for those most in need.  Those from lower socio-economic backgrounds and of school leaving age, especially those exiting the care system have the most to gain from obtaining a DA in a first choice or desirable career.  
Yet even with the availability of the DA model and levy funds, employers are not offering DA opportunities that would both build their workforce and benefit the groups most in need.  Instead, as an effort to spend their levy DAs are offered in-house, in a scattered approach, to those with the least to gain; senior managers already employed within the organisation and who have already achieved some level of social mobility.  This practice, if it continues, will allow the DA to perpetuate class inequalities. 
In this case it seems not the availability of levy funds to be the issue, but the lack of strategic targeting of DAs by the employer.   Employers could do more to target DAs to school leavers from lower socio-economic backgrounds, as an opportunity to pursue a first-choice career.  Employers, in partnership with their HEI, should be creative and engaging in their methods to reach-out to schools and communities that represent economically-disadvantaged candidates, with targeted recruitment campaigns.  Such initiatives should be designed to attract candidates into a range of DA standards on offer, early in their career decisions, so that a DA aligned to applicants initial career aspirations can be pursued.  

This paper has provided valuable insights from the perspectives of Degree apprentices from  lower socio-economic and disadvantaged backgrounds and has suggested actions that can be taken to improve the effectiveness of the DA model in recruiting disadvantaged apprentices seeking to purse a graduate career and improve their economic situation.  The researcher is currently pursuing further research in this area, involving a larger sample of participants, across a range of DA programmes, to further take account of the experiences, opportunities and challenges of Degree apprentices from working-class and disadvantaged backgrounds.  

This paper relates to a project that has received seedcorn funding from the researchers institution and as per funding conditions, the project will complete in September 2024 with full dissemination of results to follow.  
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