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University of Chester (UK) Chartered Manager Degree Apprenticeship

Description of the model:
I will briefly describe the system from a national perspective before describing the programme at
Chester.

The apprenticeship is funded by an Apprenticeship levy, payable by all companies with a turnover of
over £3m. They pay 0.5% of their annual salary bill. The system began in 2017, so it is still early days.
The programme we run at Chester is one of the earliest. Companies are entitled to draw down funds
to pay for apprenticeship training and education, but if they do not they still pay the levy. SMEs who
do not pay the levy can still draw down funds from it, although they have to make a contribution
(20%).

The strength of the system is that it is compulsory and universal. For many years there has been
chronic under-investment in vocational education and training. The other strength is that there are
no restrictions on sector, occupation or level of learning. The weakness is that it is very bureaucratic
from the point of view of companies and providers. There are still too few providers, many
institutions preferring to wait to see how early adaptors progress. In its first year of operation the
number of people entering apprenticeships has actually fallen. There seems agreement that the
system must be simplified. There is still snobbery in relation to the word 'Apprentice’, which is not
seen as having the same status as an academic qualification. However, the announcement by the
University of Cambridge that they plan to introduce apprenticeships in February 2018 gives hope
that attitudes are changing. There is also a question about the ability of some educational
institutions ability to facilitate apprenticeships, especially in higher education where established
delivery practices are ill-suited to the requirements of experiential learning. This refers not just to
pedagogic practices but also to the difficulties of dealing with employers as clients. Most universities
are used to regular large intakes in predictable numbers. Working with employers who send students
is altogether less predictable and riskier, requiring cultural adjustment on the part of educational
institutions. There is also emerging evidence that 'closed' programmes (for a single employer), a
model thought to be easier to deliver, often fail to generate sufficient numbers to make delivery cost
effective.

The levy has been introduced because the UK has a major productivity problem - output per worker
is on average about two thirds of that in France for example. No one is quite sure why this is so.
Some of it might reflect the different structure of the economy (more service based and therefore
difficult to measure output) but there is a consensus that at least part of the problem reflects historic
under-investment in vocational education and training. This includes a range of technical skills but
also management. Traditional approaches to management education, conducted in classrooms
using didactic instruction do not appear to produce managers with the ability to manage effectively.
The University of Chester Chartered Manager Degree Apprenticeship programme uses the
apprenticeship model of learning so that formal and informal learning occur simultaneously, the one
informing the other. Practice-based learning is further enhanced by mentors within participating
companies and peer learning from students in other organisations. Initial feedback from students
and employers is very favourable.

Best practice

The Degree Apprenticeship offers students the opportunity to complete a Bachelor degree in
Management which is accredited by the Institute of Leadership and Management. Students spend
most of their time in the workplace and attend formal workshop sessions in the university 12 times a
year (twice a month) to prepare them for the completion of modules. The programme is open to
employers in all sectors. It is unusual in that it is not validated as a freestanding programme but is
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part of a pre-validated work-based learning framework (the Work Based and Integrative Studies
(WBIS) programme) which is designed to enable flexible delivery and learning directly relevant to the
workplace. There is also facility to incorporate past learning (Recognition of Past Learning) as part of
the curriculum. WBIS has been in existence for twenty years and provides a reservoir of pedagogic
experience in the field of work-based learning which underpins programme delivery. WBIS offers a
combination of experiential and subject discipline-based learning so that each informs the other.
Students completing subject discipline based modules, for example on Finance, are encouraged to
learn reflectively either from direct experience or from workplace mentors. They can also complete
modules based around trans-disciplinary workplace projects, integrating formal knowledge to
interrogate experience and create practical solutions to workplace problems. All students have a
Personal Academic Tutor to guide them throughout the programme, subject discipline specialists
and workplace mentors. Students complete formal assignments whilst in the workplace using e-
learning tools and materials to supplement more traditional resources.

Those qualifying for the programme are admitted following nomination by an employer. Where
students do not meet normal, formal entry requirements there is flexibility to assess suitability on
the basis of merit. The programme fulfils the requirements for a Bachelor degree in terms of credits
and levels of learning. There is also a Master’s programme available at Level 7. Students who do not
wish to undertake a full award can undertake interim awards such as a Certificate Higher Education
(Level 4 only).

The strengths of the programme are numerous. It is well resourced and companies have a strong
incentive to participate since they are already paying a national levy for apprenticeships which is
payable whether they nominate apprentices or not. Unlike a traditional degree the Apprenticeship
degree does not require the student to pay tuition fees, which the employer pays for from the levy.
Students are also salaried whilst completing their studies so from a financial perspective alone, there
is a considerable incentive for students to undertake the programme. This combined with
professional recognition upon completion and work experience makes the programme very
attractive indeed and this is reflected in the ability of students undertaking the programme. The
integration of theory and practice in a situated context created a powerful learning experience. In
contrast to traditional management degrees where didactic instruction in a context-free
environment is held to somehow prepare students for real world learning after the fact, learning on
the programme is real and applicable at the point of delivery. Employers have been involved in the
design of the programme, as well as the professional body and the fact that students are mostly in
the workplace ensures the relevance of learning from their perspective. Employers and students
have been surveyed and their responses are very positive indeed.

There are two types of drawbacks to the programme- those that have to do with the programme
itself and those that are in relation to transferability. The main drawback in respect of the
programme is that in its first two years of operation employers often choose to put existing
employees on the programme rather than new employees so that some students are considerably
older than might be expected on an Apprenticeship. It is also difficult to enforce the rule regarding
time spent in the workplace learning (20%). Dealing with employers is always complex from the
university's point of view and there have been serious delays accessing funds from the levy. Demand
from employers can vary significantly from year so that the university tries to avoid committing
resources until it is reasonably confident the expenditure can be justified. So in the short term there
is pressure on academic staff.

Despite these difficulties the programme works well, mainly because there is an established culture
and practice for dealing with flexible vocational learning and dealing with employers. This expertise
has been developed over many years and is not easily replicated in the short term in institutions
where there is no history of flexible, work-based learning. Other than placements, few academic
institutions have experience of integrating experiential learning into formal academic credit. Many
institutions lack experience in dealing with employer-driven programmes and lack policies, processes
and procedures for doing so.
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Feedback from users

There are formal processes for recording the student experience as with all programmes at the
University. These include mandatory end-of-module evaluation (via questionnaires), regular staff-
student meetings (three a year) and participation in the annual National Student Survey (results are
disaggregated to programme level). Student issues are also discussed at regular (monthly) tutor
team meetings. There is also an annual formal review, peer assessed.

The University has a procedure for student complaints which in the final instance are decided by the
highest decision making body, the Senate. External to the university the national Office for Students
provides the regulatory framework for higher education. A separate Office of the Independent
Adjudicator deals with complaints.

Academic standards are maintained via an internal system of second marking with oversight
provided by an independent External Examiner. The External Examiners report covers all aspects of
the programme including the student experience. It is reported to the tutor team (who formally
responds) and ultimately Senate. The Quality Assurance Agency is the national body with
responsibility for overall standards conducted via institutional audit.

Separate from these formal processes a member of academic staff has conducted independent
research on the student (and employer) experience during the first two years of the programme. The
results are overwhelmingly positive: students appreciate the opportunity to integrate work and
study and apply learning into practice.

Relevance and Transferability

N/A

Comments

N/A
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