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Abstract—Equality of access to higher education is a priority
for governments the world over. For example, the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goal relating to Quality Education
includes a target to “ensure equal access for all women and
men to affordable and quality technical, vocational and tertiary
education, including university” by 2030 (United Nations, 2022).
For those from areas of relative socioeconomic deprivation, the
cost of studying for a degree qualification represents a barrier
to participation. As such, apprenticeships and similar forms of
work-based learning are cited as a means of overcoming this
barrier, offering students an opportunity to earn a wage while
pursuing their degree. The work described here explores how
– and to what extent – a work-based degree in Software Engi-
neering has facilitated wider participation in higher education,
through a series of in-depth interviews with apprentices from
relatively deprived backgrounds. Analysis suggests that economic
considerations are chief among the concerns of apprentices from
areas of deprivation; however, the relevant factors are evidently
intersectional in nature, and often intertwined with a wider
range of personal circumstances, including the effects of previous
choices about education and work. As such, we believe this work
has implications for how we understand the potential for work-
based degrees in Software Engineering and Computing Science
to widen access to higher education, and for universities to
contribute to achieving the United Nations Sustainability Goal
of affordable and quality technical, vocational, and tertiary
education.

Index Terms—Inclusivity, Socioeconomic status, First genera-
tion, Student diversity

I. INTRODUCTION

Widening access to higher education is a priority for gov-
ernments the world over. For example, the United Nations
Sustainability Goal relating to Quality Education includes a
target to “ensure equal access for all women and men to
affordable and quality technical, vocational and tertiary ed-
ucation, including university” by 2030 [1]. In Scotland, where
this work was carried out, the Government’s Commission on
Widening Access has recommended that “by 2030, students
from the 20% most deprived backgrounds should represent
20% of entrants to higher education” [2]. Here, the 20% most
deprived areas are those identified by the Scottish Index of
Multiple Deprivation (SIMD), which offers a relative mea-

sure of deprivation based on income, employment, education,
health, access to services, crime, and housing [3]. Universities,
including the host institution here, thus use the SIMD as a
means of identifying students from a widening participation
background, based on their home address.

The literature suggests that factors including social status,
gender, and ethnicity influence participation in higher educa-
tion [4], [5]. Previous work has explored how young people’s
aspirations to attend university are influenced by social factors,
such as their parents’ occupation [6]. However, other work
has found that such aspirations do not vary with levels of
deprivation [7]. The influence of ethnicity also appears compli-
cated, with students from ethnic minority groups less likely to
receive offers from the most prestigious universities [8], while,
simultaneously, children from minority groups are more likely
to express an aspiration to attend university [6]. Meanwhile,
the influence of gender on participation in higher education
is further complicated here by the fact that, while girls are
generally more likely to study at university [9], Computing
Science is a notoriously male-dominated subject [10].

In this paper we investigate apprentices’ experiences and
perspectives on a work-based degree (the ‘Graduate Appren-
ticeship in Software Engineering’) to understand apprentice-
ships’ potential to contribute to wider participation in higher
education. Therefore, the main research question of our study
is: How does a work-based degree facilitate wider participa-
tion in higher education from the apprentices’ perspectives? In
order to contextualise the work, we also explore the factors that
our apprentices identify as having impacted their participation
in higher education.

II. METHOD

Study participants were selected on the basis of their home
address, using the aforementioned national index of depri-
vation that characterises a specific geographical area, based
on income, employment, and other socioeconomic factors [3].
Many universities, in countries including Australia, Canada,
and the UK, use such indices as a means of identifying
students from a widening participation background. Here,



students from areas deemed to be most deprived are flagged
as such in the institution’s records system.

A total of 12 students took part in the interviews. Five
participants identified as female, and the remaining seven
identified as male. Eight of the participants identified their
ethnic group as White Scottish, a further three identified
as White, and one participant identified as Asian British
Pakistani. Ethnic group classifications were based on those
used by the UK’s Higher Education Statistics Agency1.

Interview questions were developed with reference to the
literature, as summarised above. Thus, the participants here
were asked to reflect on the influence of a range of factors
affecting their decision to pursue a degree-level apprenticeship
in Software Engineering. Questions touched on socioeconomic
factors including the influence of the students’ parents or
carers and their jobs [8], school performance [11], and the cost
of studying at university [12]. Aspirations and expectations
around attending university were also explored [6], before
moving on to discuss the influence of participants’ gender
and ethnic group on the decisions they had made about their
studies [5].

Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed for thematic
analysis. A deductive approach was taken to this analysis,
with the literature described above providing the “lens through
which to read and code the data and develop the themes” [13,
p. 10]. As such, the themes agreed upon by the authors were
identified as Parental Influence, Expectations & Aspirations,
School Experience, Financial Cost, and Gender & Ethnic
Group. Each of these themes was reflected in the interview
questions, and an additional theme, corresponding to an ini-
tial question about the influence of participants’ ‘widening
participation’ status, was also identified a priori. Following
published precedent [14], [15], a hybrid approach to analysis
was intended; however, following inductive analysis of the
interview data by two of the three authors, no significant
additional themes were identified.

Ethical approval for the study was granted by the host
institution’s College Ethics Committee.

III. RESULTS & DISCUSSION

A. Widening Participation Status

Participants were asked to reflect on whether their ‘widening
participation’ status – as determined by their home postal code
– had influenced their decision to undertake the apprenticeship,
or, indeed, to attend university at all. Participants’ responses
varied from being fairly certain that where they had grown
up had influenced their academic choices, to not seeing any
real connection at all. For example, one participant connected
where they lived with their lack of career aspirations: “I think
definitely...I was working in retail; I was working in sales.
That wasn’t for me. I was basically living pay cheque to
pay cheque and I didn’t really have any career aspirations.”
(Participant 4). Aspirations in relation to attending university
are discussed in more detail below, but it is notable that at

1Higher Education Statistics Agency, https://www.hesa.ac.uk

least one other participant alluded to career aspirations when
asked about the influence of their postcode:

I didn’t see a future where I was working before...
I was pretty much at the top of the ladder but
they were still paying me peanuts... But, doing the
[Graduate Apprenticeship], because I’m working in
business, has given me a big ladder to climb. –
Participant 2

Others were less certain about the impact of where they
lived, for example, “Not, not necessarily no...I think maybe
people from my sort of area don’t really go to university. They
tend to go into a trade.” (Participant 10); “Not particularly.
I know what you’re maybe getting at, like I need to maybe
do well because I was maybe disadvantaged...But I don’t
think that really influenced my decision, no.” (Participant 6).
Another participant felt that because the school they attended
“was a bit rough”, a particular teacher went the extra mile to
encourage and support their interest in computing:

There was one teacher that was very invested in me.
So, he done like a coding thing and he specifically
made the club and he wanted me, he asked me to
join it. And then from that age, he’s always been,
like, really invested. So, maybe because he maybe
knew it wasn’t a great school, he tried to pick out
the ones that he had really liked. So maybe it helped
in a backwards way. – Participant 12

Finally, one participant noted the fact that their parents did
not attend university, stating, “Maybe not for me as much, but
my mum and dad didn’t go to uni so maybe that is to do with
where we are from.” (Participant 2). This observation connects
with the next topic of discussion, that of parental influence.

B. Parental Influence

The professions of the participants’ parents covered a wide
range of job roles, including speech and language therapist,
photographer, bus driver, pharmacy dispenser, structural civil
designer, nurse, teacher, ship builder, electrician, gardener,
engineer, and accountant, plus roles in quality assurance and
health and safety. Two of the participants noted that their
parents had completed a traditional apprenticeship: one as a
miner and the other as an electrician.

Overall, however, parents’ professions did not seem to
be a significant factor in influencing the participants’ career
choices, in contrast to previous findings [6]. Indeed, several
participants noted that their parents had not attended university
(“They weren’t very highly educated. They only stayed in high
school till they were like 16 and then left the moment they could
kind of thing. [University] was never pushed... It was all me.”
(Participant 6)), or that they were the first generation of their
family to do so. In fact, being the first member of the family
to attend university was something of a driver for several
participants: “my mum, no-one in my household had been to
university, so I think that thought as well, being... the one in
the family that did actually go to university, get their degree,
also I think was a bit of a driving factor” (Participant 3).



However, it was observed that parents were generally sup-
portive of attending university, for example: “my mum and
dad have probably sort of encouraged me to go to university”
(Participant 10). Others were simply supportive of whatever
their children wanted to do: “My mum and dad were always
very much, do whatever you want, go to uni, don’t to go uni.”
(Participant 2). Likewise, another participant explains their
parents’ unconditional support:

I guess they were always very supportive. Like with
me and my brothers, there was no pressure to do
anything that we didn’t want to do or that kind
of thing. None of us ended up going to university.
My eldest brother, he went for two years. Well, he
did go but didn’t end up finishing. And my other
two brothers decided they just wanted to go straight
into the workforce, and that was me as well. –
Participant 9

A small proportion of participants did acknowledge the
influence that their parents’ jobs had on their own academic
interests, for example: “My mum’s worked with computers...
for decades... Like, my mum would have the laptop and
whatnot, and that kind of got me introduced to them fairly
early, and that sparked interest” (Participant 13). Another
participant recalls their mother bringing work home, although
the impact appears limited: “I have always been interested in
technology... When my mum used to bring some of her work
home I would help solder the wee circuit boards and all that.
I would say that is like an influence to an extent, but not to
into push me into go and do that for a living” (Participant 5).

While the influence of parents’ professions is limited here,
their hobbies and interests – specifically around technology –
are also identified as having an impact, for example: “My dad
he...kind of, introduced me to computers and got me interested
in them” (Participant 1). Although, the same participant notes
that “He didn’t encourage me”. Whether the intention was to
encourage an interest in computing or not, another participant
describes a similar influence:

My dad’s always sort of got me interested in comput-
ers, from like a very, very young age. Like I got my
first console at three. I always like tinkering around
with stuff. So, that’s probably, my dad is probably
one of the biggest like influences for getting inter-
ested in computing. – Participant 10

C. Expectations & Aspirations

1) Personal Expectations: Several participants stated that
they had always expected to attend university, regardless of
their circumstances, for example: “Yeah, I would say so. I
mean, it’s kind of like one of those things I was hoping to
do or like be fortunate enough to go to” (Participant 7). One
other participant was actively expecting to go to university:
“I’d always expected to go to university. I always tried to like
get good grades in school so that I could go to university”
(Participant 10). While another saw university as a means of
fulfilling their professional aspirations: “I guess I, sort of, did.

It just felt, like, the natural progression...I think I had expected
to aspire to be a professional of some sort, and maybe that
was the next step” (Participant 1).

However, for most participants who had expected to go to
university, they did so simply “because that is just what you
did” (Participant 2), or because they were unaware of other
options: “I thought, oh, I should go to uni because, you know,
that’s what people do and I didn’t know, like, apprenticeships
existed” (Participant 4).

Of course, several of our apprentices never expected to
attend university at all, although just one participant cited the
possibility of undertaking an apprenticeship instead: “For a
while especially I was thinking of going to get an apprentice-
ship or maybe an academy or something” (Participant 13). For
others, their circumstances or family influence was a factor
in thinking they would not pursue a degree; for example:
“because that is what my school pushed for the first time,
pick your favourite subject and do it at uni” (Participant 2).
This was particularly evident for high-achieving students:

I would say, yeah. Like all through primary school
and high school I was always in the top classes, so
I assumed. And my school pushed it a lot. And I
guess, it was just almost the expected thing to do,
in high school anyway. It was, that’s just what you’re
doing if you’re part, if you’re in these higher classes.
– Participant 6

It is also notable that several participants clearly do not feel
that being directed towards a traditional degree was in their
best interests. For example: “I feel like school just forces it
upon you to just choose any degree and go to uni. That is why I
just did that essentially” (Participant 5); and, more definitively,
“[University] wasn’t on the radar, but, and I think I kind of
resent this, I think school was kind of like, with the grades
you’ve got, you have to go to university” (Participant 8).
This participant goes on to explain how they were actively
discouraged from pursuing anything other than a traditional
degree:

And it was almost like I was swayed off the appren-
ticeship path by the school as well. And I don’t know
if that’s so you can then say how many students
you got onto further education versus whatever. I
did get the highest results of my year at school,
but I was like, my parents had been on about an
apprenticeship. No, no you don’t want to do an
apprenticeship. You need to go to uni. – Participant 8

The influence of participants’ school experience is discussed
in more detail below. There is a strong suggestion here
that these students were not well served by the education
and advice they received – either because alternatives to a
traditional degree such as an apprenticeship were not well
understood (for example, “If I knew about apprenticeships
sooner I would have probably just have applied straight out
of school because it does give you the balance of working and
uni.” (Participant 5)), or because something like the Graduate
Apprenticeship in Software Engineering did not yet exist. And,



as Participant 4 suggests, the steer towards a traditional degree
resulted in a less successful outcome: “So, then I was just
doing a university degree that my heart wasn’t in”.

2) Aspirations: A similarly varied picture emerged when
participants discussed their aspirations in relation to university.
For some, when they left school, university wasn’t appealing,
for example: “I just didn’t... I wanted to study everything
and nothing at the same time, so decided just to get out into
the real world” (Participant 9); or, “It wasn’t like a be-all,
end-all, I need to go for a university degree” (Participant 4).
Some saw university is a hoop through which they needed
to jump: “Having a degree just that alone hasn’t really ever
been something that’s... It’s, kind of, just been a means to an
end in my mind and it hadn’t been, like, this coveted goal”
(Participant 1).

Likewise, another participant, now attending university via
the Graduate Apprenticeship, would happily have avoided
higher education if they could have obtained the job they
sought without it: “I didn’t really always want to, though.
That’s probably why I went down the apprenticeship route,
because I don’t really like exams... If I could go a route down
without having to [go to university], then yeah, I wouldn’t have
done it” (Participant 12). And, connecting with the sentiment
identified above, in relation to how university was promoted
at school, one participant was quite clear that not everyone
should aspire to higher education:

I disagree with what unis, high schools do, and
they push you down that path... I think it’s not for
everyone and I think that it shouldn’t just be that’s
what you do. I think...you should be encouraged
maybe to take a year out, or like really think about
what you want to do kind of thing. – Participant 6

Perhaps more notable still is the repeated suggestion that
schools actively discouraged students from pursuing any form
of apprenticeship. The following participant, for example,
describes how apprenticeships were perceived – and presented
– by their school:

Apprenticeships, in the least rude way possible, were
for people who just had absolutely no chance, didn’t
even think about going to uni. Like hairdressing, I
could never do it, but that was looked down on as a
wee silly apprenticeship you could do at school... It
was all things like that and it was only people who
didn’t like school that they were pushed for. God
forbid if anyone that was doing well, was like, ‘I
think I am going to do that’. They would be like,
‘no’. – Participant 2

Another participant enquired about Graduate Apprentice-
ships, but was steered away from this option by their school,
despite opposition from their parents:

And I had asked about those and my school were still
like, you want to go straight to uni. You don’t need
to do, you don’t want to do this apprenticeship sort
of thing. Why they said that, I’m not quite sure but
it caused quite a bit of debate between me and my

parents. Me regurgitating what I’d heard at school
versus them being like, why? – Participant 8

D. School Experience

As noted by [11], young people’s school experience is
a factor that can affect participation in higher education,
especially for those from more deprived backgrounds. These
effects are, perhaps, more subtle than the impact of schools
actively discouraging certain forms of continuing education,
and relate to students’ academic performance and engagement
in school – both generally, and in terms of specific subjects.

Strongly disliking school is, naturally, likely to discourage
further study, for example: “I really didn’t like school and I
would have wished there would be, you know, some way just to
get straight into working” (Participant 1). Meanwhile, doing
well at school means that the option of going to university is,
at least, on the table: “I done fairly well at the school. Like
at higher, I think it was like almost straight As. A couple of
Bs but like I done fairly well at school, so I thought, I wasn’t
too worried about getting into university” (Participant 10).
However, the converse is also true:

I did poorly in school. I was just not very engaged...
I did okay in my Highers... I didn’t leave with
a National Five maths qualification though which
turned out to be extremely important... Most of
that was because of my, sort of, anxiety and how
that all really ended up revolving around school,
unfortunately. But I don’t know if that’s relevant
to, like, maybe from a deprived area, but that, kind
of, really impacted on my studies. Like, I didn’t do
work outside of school because of that. I was very
distracted when I was there. – Participant 1

In contrast, another Participant describes their school perfor-
mance as “fairly decent”, meaning that the option of attending
university “was always there” because they would obtain the
grades necessary to attend. Again, this student felt they were
pushed towards university by their school, based on their
school performance: “And it kind of felt, in my school anyway,
it was kind of pushed towards, the grades I got was pushed
towards university, not college. Like ‘you can do better than
college’, even though it’s not really, but still” (Participant 12).

Finally, one Participant describes how the circumstances at
their school – specifically, a lack of advanced maths teaching
provision – affected their choice of university subject:

I mean, I wasn’t a straight A student or anything
like that, but I was always in the top credit classes
[for] higher... I was also in advanced higher maths
and physics... Well, I went down to higher physics
and just dropped out of the advanced higher maths.
Advanced higher maths was in a different school,
and all my friends dropped out. And I realised
that really it was just not a good environment. –
Participant 5

Being required to travel to another school to study advanced
maths is clearly an additional barrier to learning, and one that



would not be present in a better resourced school. In addition,
the poor learning environment and the loss of social support
have exacerbated the challenges faced by this student, with the
result that they did not apply to study a maths-related subject
such as computing at university. Instead, they enrolled on a
psychology course, which aligned with their interests, but not
their academic strengths:

I was always maths focused and problem solving
focused in school. I’m not that good at writing at like
English classes whereas psychology was English and
yeah, like writing and discussion based. Whereas
that wasn’t really my strengths, but it was what I
was interested in. Whereas computer sciences play
into my strengths more. – Participant 6

A preference for certain subjects at school will, of course,
have a bearing on what a student decides to do next. A
student who excels at – or enjoys – technical subjects is,
perhaps, likely to pursue a career in computing or a related
discipline: “I always sort of chose like practical subjects, or
like computing science and like technical subjects that I did,
like graphic design, I liked doing that sort of thing as well”
(Participant 10). However, if a student perceives their ability
in one or more subjects to be limited, this could discourage
them from pursuing further study at all. This was almost
the case for one participant, who noted that they “struggled
in English” at school which, despite enjoying computing
and maths, discouraged them somewhat from applying to
university: “I know you have to, even on a computing course,
you need to write a lot of papers and so that was a bit off
putting, but I didn’t think it was enough to justify not going”
(Participant 13).

Likewise, a perceived lack of aptitude for maths, for ex-
ample, can discourage a student from pursuing a degree
in computing. One participant, who “got an A at higher
computing but everything else was history, politics, geography,
all that”, decided not to study computing when they first
attended university, stating that they would have done so if
they had been “a wee bit better at maths” (Participant 2).
As we have seen elsewhere, this participant therefore decided
to study a different subject at university when they left
school, before returning to undertake an apprenticeship in
software engineering after their initial degree did not work out.
Conversely, another participant, who was confident at maths,
decided to pursue the subject at another university, with a view
to becoming a maths teacher. However, despite assuming that
“it’ll be fine”, the student concluded that “It wasn’t fine”,
and dropped out. It was only after some “soul searching”
that this participant realised they wished to pursue a career in
computing, and the apprenticeship offered such a means.

E. Financial Cost

The cost of attending university is often cited as a factor
that limits participation in higher education [12]. However,
our data suggest that, for these apprentices, the issue is not
entirely straightforward. Certainly, money is an issue for some,
and the paid nature of a work-based degree course alleviates

the pressure to find a part-time job. A couple of participants
here drew on their previous experience of attending university,
for example:

I was working at the same time as I was studying
the first time at KFC and partly because I’m going
off to uni, I ended up in lots of stressful situations.
Like it was just, kind of, difficult for me but I
ended up choosing to go to work. You know, I was
used to earning; basically working full-time. The
apprenticeship seemed like the best of both worlds.
I could support myself. – Participant 1

Likewise, Participant 2 also had part-time jobs to support
themselves when they first attended university, noting that
“even though it is a bit harder that you have got a full time job
[on the apprenticeship], yes, the fact you get paid to study is
a motivation”. For several participants, their main practical
concern was balancing part-time work – unrelated to their
degree – with their studies; for example, “the more concern I
had was at the time, I would have had university, football and
a part-time job, so it was more just the time balance rather
than the cost, I think” (Participant 12). Similarly, Participant 8
recalls that balancing study with working up to four nights per
week “was a massive issue and that was why like the Graduate
Apprentice so kind of appealing”.

So, the cost of attending university is, indirectly, a factor
here, because it means that students do not have to balance un-
related part-time employment with a full-time degree course.
But being paid is, for some, not the sole reason for pursuing
an apprenticeship degree:

But being paid, yeah, that’s definitely a...it wasn’t
the main selling point but it definitely has helped
and it has relaxed the, kind of, money concerns at
home, big time. it’s a golden ticket, essentially. If
you get accepted onto this you get everything paid
for, you get a job, you get the career. – Participant 3

Indeed, it is the promise of work experience and the associ-
ated career prospects that makes an apprenticeship appealing
to many, for example: “I don’t want to do a degree and
then get to the end of it and not be able to get a job.”
(Participant 12); or, “it wasn’t really for the money, it was
more to get in a good fulfilling career” (Participant 6). Or,
as another participant suggests, it’s about not taking the time
out of their career (and losing out on four years’ salary): “I
didn’t want to learn and not earn. For four years, I would
just lose momentum and I wouldn’t feel valuable, I think”
(Participant 8).

Finally, underpinning many of these responses – particular
those from participants who have previously attended univer-
sity – is the idea that the apprenticeship offers a ‘second
chance’. As discussed above, young people do not always
enjoy the best advice when they leave school, resulting in
sub-optimal decisions about what they should do next. Oppor-
tunities to return to university may be limited by a number
of financial factors, including the increased cost of university
fees and the likelihood that older students will be burdened



with additional financial responsibilities: “I wouldn’t have the
financial ability to do a second course, which might be better
or more suited to me” (Participant 6). Another participant
explains in more detail:

Any chance of going back to university would be
gone, unless I got a stupidly expensive loan and
got myself in... and there’s so much more stress
and worry and, kind of, panic, like needing to do
well. Whereas this way my employer is paying for it,
and obviously there’s still I need to do well enough
to keep my job and do all that. But it’s less of
a personal financial burden. So, it does, kind of,
remove that side of the stress. – Participant 4

We can observe in these data, then, that degree-level appren-
ticeships offer a means of overcoming the direct and indirect
financial barriers to participating in higher education.

F. Gender & Ethnic Group

While the socioeconomic factors discussed above have – to
a lesser or greater extent – proven relevant to our apprentices,
the influence of factors relating to gender and ethnicity were
found to be much less pronounced. While the literature sug-
gests that these factors play a part in limiting participation in
higher education [5], it is important to note that the ‘widening
participation’ flag used to identify participants is based on
socioeconomic measures of deprivation.

Female participants were largely dismissive of the idea that
their gender had influenced their participation in higher educa-
tion, with responses ranging from a flat “No” (Participant 10)
to “Not at all” (Participant 9). Others, however, did acknowl-
edge that their choice of subject could have been influenced
by their gender. For example, one participant, who opted not
to study computing when she first attended university, noted
that “In my computing class there is only me and one other
girl and the same in advanced higher computing... Yes, I think
that probably did have a wee influence subconsciously on what
you are into” (Participant 2). Another female participant also
noted the gender imbalance in computing:

To an extent I think I noticed there is obviously
in tech or computing science it is balanced more
towards men than it is women. Even in my classes
at school I think I was the only one doing computing
science. I think that was quite daunting before I
applied to go to uni, but it has not really stopped
me from doing it. – Participant 5

Even in these cases above it is clear that participants feel
the impact of their gender is limited. This is not surprising,
given that these female students are already enrolled on a
computing science degree. Gender imbalance in computing
science education is a significant, multifaceted phenomenon
in its own right (see [16] for an overview), which this study is
not designed to examine directly. However, while the male
participants generally did not think that their gender had
directly influenced their decisions about higher education,
several responses did acknowledge the potential subconscious

influence of being male, for example: “I think I’m probably
following on more of a traditional path, in that it’s still more
accessible to someone like myself than someone not my, of not
my trait, shall we say?” (Participant 8).

In the previous quotation, the participant is referring to
themselves as being male and white, which they go on to
explain more detail:

Yeah, maybe more subconsciously, just in terms of...
what the kind of stereotypical career paths are, you
know. It’s always something that I’ve seen as open
to me. And something that I am into doing, but as,
you know, you would maybe see it as what you
think someone of that kind of ethnicity might be
into doing. – Participant 8

While most respondents do not see their ethnic group as
a factor in their engagement with higher education, beyond
acknowledging, as Participant 6 puts it, “being White Scottish
and male is the majority, or the norm”, it must again be
acknowledged that these are students already enrolled on a
degree. In fact, one of the few participants to identify as other
than ‘White Scottish’ was also keen to dispel the notion that
their ethnic group was an influence:

From what I’ve like heard some people say, it can be
a bit of a, like a stereotype in that sense. Because
a lot of, like, Pakistani/Indian people do work in
software engineering. But I don’t really think that’s
influenced my decision on like that. It’s just fun to
me, you know. It’s just like one of those things which
is like, I want to learn more about. – Participant 7

In summary, there is evidence here for how the apprentice-
ship has helped overcome socioeconomic barriers to partici-
pation in higher education, but the study design – involving
students already enrolled on the degree course – makes it
difficult to examine the full extent of factors such as gender
and ethnic group.

IV. CONCLUSION

While there is a broad understanding that work-based de-
gree courses may improve access to higher education, little
prior work has explored the experience of those ‘widening
participation’ students who are now enrolled on a degree-level
apprenticeship. In this paper, we set out to document these
experiences, and to begin to understand how a work-based
degree facilitates wider participation in higher education from
the apprentices’ perspectives. Our work necessarily focused
on the socioeconomic factors that prior research suggests may
hinder participation in higher education, finding that some of
these factors are more relevant to our apprentices than others.

For example, the nature of the job roles in which appren-
tices’ parents are employed has, according to our apprentices,
had little impact on their own career aspirations. Further
parental influence is limited to a few examples where the
parents’ hobbies or interests may have sparked an interest in
the subject that the apprentices eventually elected to study
at university. Thus, we cannot say with any certainty that the



work-based degree considered here has interacted directly with
the influence of parents’ careers on participation in higher
education, as this influence is limited.

The cost of attending university was also found to be
a less direct influence on the apprentices interviewed here,
although there are indirect influences that the apprenticeship
has clearly addressed. For example, many of our participants
acknowledged that financial pressures would require them
to take up a part-time job to support themselves through
a traditional degree, potentially to the detriment of their
academic performance or mental health. Indeed, there were
several examples where apprentices had previously attended
university and dropped out of their course as a result – at
least in part – of the difficulty of balancing a part-time job
with university study. Another indirect effect of the financial
cost is the perceived need to establish and develop a career as
soon as possible, and not take the time out to pursue a degree
before starting to earn a salary. A degree-level apprenticeship
removes these pressures, as the participants here acknowledge.

More obviously in line with previous work on widening
participation is the finding that many of our apprentices did not
necessarily aspire to attend university at all. And, those who
had previously attended university did so – for the most part –
simply because there was a vague expectation that they would.
This observation connects with perhaps the most notable
feature of our findings: the influence of apprentices’ expe-
rience at school. While performance at school will naturally
influence a student’s decision to study at university, and which
subjects they might pursue, many of our apprentices reported
that their experience at school had led them to conclude
they should attend university even if this was not the right
decision for them. Furthermore, several of our participants
were discouraged from pursuing subjects in which they were
interested – computing science, in this case – and advised
against exploring any form of apprenticeship. As a result,
many of our current apprentices have previously embarked on
a university career that was almost certain to end in failure.

The Graduate Apprenticeship in Software Engineering, then,
has provided students from a widening participation back-
ground – ill-served by the education and support they had
hitherto received – with a second chance. For these students,
the apprenticeship is an opportunity to pursue a degree quali-
fication in a subject for which they possess a passion, whilst
earning a salary means that the financial pressure of doing
so is alleviated. Meanwhile, those students for whom the
apprenticeship is their first experience of university have found
a course that allows them to participate in higher education
without facing some of the challenges typically encountered by
students from a widening participation background. The results
of this study suggest that apprenticeships do, indeed, have a
role to play in widening participation in higher education. As
such, work-based degrees offer a means by which universities
can help ensure more equal access to education, in line with
the aims of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
– goals to which many higher education institutions aspire to
contribute.

Future work should explore the impact of work-based
degrees on widening participation in higher education in more
detail; certainly, the picture revealed here is not straight-
forward. The apparently limited parental influence on these
apprentices’ decisions about higher education should be exam-
ined more closely, as this does not align with previous work on
widening participation, and more subtle effects than this study
was designed to detect may be present (for example, the impact
of parents’ cultural and academic background). The indirect
financial impacts should also be examined in more detail,
including how apprenticeships address the perceived loss of
income (or career development) associated with traditional
university courses and the challenge of balancing study with
part-time work. To better understand these issues, any future
work should involve more than one institution and aim to
recruit a greater number and variety of apprentices.
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