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Abstract

Purpose The purpose of this paper is to highlight the positive academic and professional
outcomes for students who undertake degree apprenticeships which use strengths-based
approaches in their curriculum and assessment. The design and implementation of
programmes of work-based study which focus on an individual’s inherent talents are a new
lens for Higher Education, one that enables institutions to see diverse groups of students fulfil
their potential and gain academic qualifications. Strengths-based degree apprenticeships
offer an effective way to align the needs of Industry with the ambitions of individuals who
wish to gain university level qualifications whilst in the workplace.

Design/methodology/approach The research adopted a mixed-methods approach. Semi-
structured interviews with stakeholders in Industry and Higher Education were undertaken
and thematically analysed. Student data was analysed quantitatively for students in the degree
apprenticeship programmes which incorporate a strengths-based approach to learning and
assessment.

Findings The findings from this study highlight that the degree apprenticeships’ strengths-
based curriculum and assessment has spearheaded its success. On average, degree apprentices
attain 10% higher grades than students undertaking the same programme through the traditional
degree route. Moreover, the module design and tailored support has contributed to over 91%
of apprentices graduating with a 2:i or above.

Research limitations/implications This research is exploratory in nature, focusing on one
university’s experiences and outcomes regarding a strengths-based approach curriculum
and assessment on degree apprenticeships.

Originality/value The findings describe how the knowledge exchange and culture of the
Higher Education sector has shifted, and the university’s efforts to make progressive
relationships with employers. Moreover, this paper describes the challenges in designing
curricula and assessing students based on the strengths and skills required for their
employment, rather than university mandated learning outcomes. The findings of this paper
could influence a strengths-based framework for the development of degree
apprenticeships in the United Kingdom.

Keywords strengths-based approaches, degree apprenticeships, higher education,
work-based learning, widening participation

Introduction

Strengths-based approaches are proposed as a new lens for Higher Education (HE), one that
enables institutions to see diverse groups of students fulfil their potential and achieve
excellence. Strengths-based assessment (SBA) is the measurement of inherent assets and



behaviours which are indicative of an individual’s potential to thrive and flourish as strengths-
based approaches promote the enhancement of personal characteristics and skills already held
by the individual (Graves et al., 2018). Based on research from social work, positive
psychology, and the business world, this approach enables identification of the inherent talents
students bring with them into the university setting; teaching students to develop and apply
their strengths to new and challenging learning tasks. SBA continues to progress within the
context of HE as preliminary research conducted internationally has demonstrated the
effectiveness of the strengths-based approach (Schreiner, 2010; Shushok and Hulme, 2006;
Stebleton et al., 2012), and research in a variety of settings has emphasized that strengths
develop best within a context of supportive relationships (Clifton and Nelson, 1992). This
explicit focus on students’ inherent talents builds the confidence and motivation necessary for
achievement and perseverance in education (Schreiner and Anderson, 2005).

One of the key challenges going forward for Industry and HE, is how to engage in mutually
valuable knowledge exchanges for the benefit of the economy, HE, and students. Continuing
shifts in the labour market, educational reforms and the impact of unemployment have
spearheaded vocational learning into our HE institutions (Lambert, 2016). The Leitch Review
emphasised the importance of raising the attainment of the workforce by providing vocational
education beyond level 5 (HM Treasury, 2006; Lambert, 2016). This call to action has been
repeated in further policies aimed at addressing the skills gap in the labour market (National
Apprenticeship Service, 2011; DBIS, 2013, 2016). More recently, the Department for
Business, Innovation and Skills (DBIS, 2016) emphasised the benefits of working in
collaboration with Industry employers to develop a new generation of apprenticeships with a
tailored curriculum focused on employer needs and skill shortages. In regard to bridging those
gaps in skills and qualifications, it was identified that one of the most effective environments
for employed individuals to learn is in the workplace (Lester and Costley, 2010). One
significant factor psychologically in an ‘integrated approach to degree programmes is that the
workplace becomes a source of academically valid learning, rather than simply a site for
gaining experience and applying what has already been learned (Lester, Bravenboer and Webb,
2016: 10). Undertaking a degree apprenticeship is one way to compliment this approach.
Institutions create closer links with Industry, and this ensures that HE provision meets
employers’ needs and the economy’s demands (UUK, 2017). HE is an important environment
to help learners develop their talents into strengths, which can be defined as ‘the ability to
provide consistent and near-perfect performance in a given activity’ (Buckingham and Clifton,
2005: 20). Furthermore, there is evidence that degree apprenticeships benefit the wider
economy, stimulating local growth by attracting students who may not have otherwise gone to
university, assisting HE institutions in widening their participation and social mobility aims
(UUK, 2017).

The widening participation agenda — the commitment to the inclusion of students from social
and economic disadvantaged backgrounds is another area where SBA within the confines of
vocational learning flourishes. There is a perception that widening-participation students have
more significant gaps or weaknesses upon entering university education (Whiteford et al.,
2013). However, strengths-based approaches have the strongest potential to enable students to
better manage their weaknesses and become independent learners. Research undertaken in the
Netherlands, (Schripsema et al., 2017) found that the implementation of strengths-based
approaches provided a first indication into how positive performance is associated to the



vocational interests and experiences of the applicant. Patterson et al. (2012) reported
differences in mean scores between different ethnic groups; gaps between groups are much
smaller for SBAs than traditional tests e.g. examinations. In terms of widening participation,
this suggests the adverse impact of traditional cognitive assessments on recruitment of
applications from black and minority ethnic communities.

Traditional students are commonly expected to follow a pathway whereby they enroll full-time
in HE immediately after completing their secondary and post-16 educational qualifications. In
contrast, non-traditional students are defined using a variety of criteria such as age at
enrolment, socioeconomic status, as well as ethnic and migration background. The structural
influences between these groups are usually expected to create a gulf in the attainment
possibilities between these two student demographics (Arjomandi et al., 2018). In Germany,
where degree apprenticeships are commonplace, non-traditional and traditional students
demonstrate that other factors such as migration experiences during formative years impact
academic attainment. Their research illustrates that there is one significant interaction effect,
namely between the university entrance qualification and migration background (Brandle and
Lengfeld, 2017). Consequently, the effect of migration background significantly differs
between non-traditional students and traditional students. Non-traditional students with
migration background actually improve their grades the most (0.29), but also have the worst
starting grades (2.70). Their findings suggest that using SBA to recruit students widens
participation in HE. Moreover, it indicates that some minority groups within society make
better progress, than their traditional-route entry peers.

Aston University: A Case Study

Aston University sits within an ethnically diverse cosmopolitan, consequentially the institution
attracts a higher population of Asian students in comparison to other United Kingdom Higher
Education Institutions (35% at Aston compared to 8% nationally) and with it, an overall white
minority (36% at Aston compared to 80% nationally) (Moores, Birdi and Higson, 2017).
Formerly a technical college founded by the employers of Birmingham in 1895, Aston gained
University status in 1966. The university is not affiliated with the Russell Group, or the
Million+ group. Aston University continues to boast success on its integrated placement year
provision and subsequent high rates of graduate employability.

The SBA programme at the university has been running since the 2015/16 academic year
within Aston’s School of Engineering and Applied Science. The quantitative data regarding
the non-SBA pathway relates to a comparative traditional undergraduate degree programme
taught within the same School. The aim of this study was to explore the potential of SBAs as
a means of widening participation within a university setting. Moreover, to offer some
recommendations that would help bridge gaps between Industry and university practices.

Methods

This study took a mixed-methods approach; interviews were conducted with relevant
individuals in Industry and HE. Furthermore, student data was analyzed quantitatively for
students in the Aston University degree apprenticeship programmes that incorporate SBA.



Ethical approval was granted by the Ethics Committee within the Centre for Learning
Innovation in Professional Practice department at Aston University.

For the purposes of this study, "Young' students are those who were aged under 21 on entry to
Aston, ‘Mature’ students are those aged 21 or over on entry to Aston. As the SBA course has
only been running since 2015/16, final award data is limited. Therefore, this study is
exploratory in nature, considering the primary quantitative data and observations from key
stakeholders in the field. The qualitative component to this article explores the observations
and experiences of key stakeholders in Aston’s degree apprenticeship programmes. The
interviews examined the topic of SBA,; particularly, how this is implemented within a
university setting. The quantitative data in regard to the SBA degree in this article relates to
students on one of Aston’s degree apprenticeship programmes.

Qualitative Research

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with employers using the strength-based
assessments and official bodies related to apprenticeships at Aston University. Interviews
covered topics such approaches adopted by Aston University when using strength-based
assessments, the success of strength-based assessments, bridging the gap between Industry and
education, and widening participation. The interview schedule was informal to allow for ease
of discussion. Interviews were then transcribed and thematically analysed focusing on the
topics of SBA, student demographics, curriculum and degree design and finally the
relationships and responsibilities of Aston with their Industry partners.

Quantitative data analysis

Undergraduate student performance (end of year or ‘stage average mark”) and demographic
data were obtained via Aston University’s electronic records system for SBA and non-SBA
entry students for academic years 2015/16 and 2016/17 following the same student cohorts.
The non-SBA sample contained the data of 319 students, the SBA sample comprised 199
records of student information. This investigation focuses analysis on: degree classification,
first year average mark, second year average mark, gender, ethnicity, entry tariff, and age.

Measures

Stage average mark was the dependent variable in all analyses and was expressed as a
percentage with 100% being the maximum mark achievable. Although universities often use a
variety of methods to determine a student’s degree classification, students can be assured of a
first-class degree with a mark of 70% and above, an upper second-class degree with a mark of
60% and above and a lower second class degree with a mark of 50% and above. Students with
between 40 and 50% are awarded a third-class degree and below 40% a degree is not normally
awarded.

Gender was coded as male or female. Ethnicity data were recorded as declared by the students
themselves using the 18 categories used for United Kingdom census data, but later grouped
into the superordinate categories of ‘Asian or Asian British,” ‘Black/African/Caribbean/Black
British,” “White,” ‘Mixed/Multiple ethnic groups’ and ‘Other’.

The data were coded and statistically analysed using IBM SPSS version 23. Once coded,
ANCOVAs and multiple regression were used to analyse the data. Stage average mark was the



dependent variable. The main independent variables of interest were gender, ethnicity, age, and
location. Entry tariff was used as a covariate in the ANCOVA as a statistical control for its
influence.

Informed Consent

All participants were provided with an information sheet describing the study in sufficient
detail for them to make an informed decision about their participation. All participants signed
a consent form before taking part in the study.

Withdrawal of Participants

Participants had the right to withdraw from participation at any time during their participation
during the interview and for up to two weeks afterwards, without giving a reason. After this
time their data was anonymised and included in the dataset for analysis. This was made clear
to the participants at the outset and during the study.

Data Handling and Record Keeping

In accordance with the Data Protection Act 2018 and the General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR) (EU) 2016/679 throughout the project and in any publications, anonymity and
confidentiality are assured. All data is kept separate from ethics forms and all study information
is stored by ID number only and kept in a locked filing cabinet or held on a password-protected
computer. The length of time data will be stored will be in accordance with University
Regulations. Only the research team has access to the data.

Results

Inferential data analysis

A step-wise multiple regression was performed with the 2015/16 cohort of students for the
degree using SBA for entry and a comparable degree using non-SBA for entry. The dataset for
the SBA entry degree consisted of 199 students, and for non-SBA the dataset consisted of 319
students. The predictor variables in this analysis were ethnicity, age, disability, prior
qualifications, and gender. The dependent variable was stage average mark for that year.

SBA-Entry Pathway

Ethnicity significantly predicted performance in these students on the SBA pathway [F(1,94)=
2129.51, p<0.05,R?= 0.021]. Even with the addition of age, disability status, prior qualification,
and gender, ethnicity still predicted performance [F(1,94)= 2129.51, p<0.05,R?= 0.011]. The
model however, was not significant. To further explore ethnicity on the SBA pathway, a one-
way ANOVA was conducted and there were statistically significant differences between
White, Asian, and Black students for performance [F(2,184)= 3.332], with White students
performing better on average (M=59.44, SD=18.3), followed by Asian students (M=50.84,
SD=23.21) and Black students (M= 48.5, SD=27.91).

Variables analysed in a between subjects ANCOVA investigating effects on stage average
marks were: gender (male/female), ethnicity (White/Asian/Black), age (young/mature),
disability (disabled/ not disabled), and university entry tariff (covariate). An ANCOVA was



conducted in order to explore interactions between variables. With regards to the SBA pathway,
there were no significant main effects of the variables on performance. There was however, a
significant interaction between student ethnicity and gender [F (2, 22)= 4.46, p<0.05)]. White
females performed poorer than BME females, whereas White males performed better than
BME males.

A step-wise multiple regression was performed with the same cohort of students in the
following academic year (2016/17). The dataset consisted of 233 students. The predictor
variables in this analysis were ethnicity, age, disability, prior qualifications, and gender. The
dependent variable was stage average for that year. None of the independent variables
significantly predicted performance (p>0.05). An ANCOVA was also conducted to explore
interactions between variables. There was a significant relationship between students age and
residence in the West Midlands [F (1, 22) = 7.08, p<0.05). Mature students from the West
Midlands performed better than Mature students outside West Midlands, whereas the opposite
was true for young students.

Non-SBA Entry Pathway

When comparing student performance in the non-SBA degree, similar results were found,
whereby ethnicity still emerged as a significant predictor, but in addition to this, prior
qualifications were also significant in predicting performance. A step-wise multiple regression
was performed with the 2015/16 cohort of non-SBA degree students. The dataset consisted of
195 students. The predictor variables in this analysis were ethnicity, age, disability, prior
qualifications, and gender. The dependent variable was stage average mark for that year.
Ethnicity significantly predicted performance in these students [F(1,189)= 6.14, p<0.05,R?=
14] when controlling for age, disability status, gender, and prior qualification. Additionally,
prior qualification also significantly predicted performance [F(3,191)= 3.827, p<0.05, R? =
10.4]. To further explore ethnicity and prior qualifications, a one-way ANOVA was conducted
and there was a statistically significant difference in performance (stage average marks)
between students who had entered the course with A level qualifications (M= 64.39, SD= 10.6)
and other qualifications (M= 59.01, SD= 11.33). Students with A level qualifications
performed significantly better than those with other qualifications (such as BTEC) [t(157.42)=
3.37, p<0.05]. There were no significant differences between young and mature students, or
males and females. There were however statistically significant differences (F(2,192)= 5.91)
between White, Asian, and Black students for performance. Whites (M= 65.39, SD=10.11)
outperformed Asian (M=60.35, SD= 11.25) and Black students (M= 58.32, SD= 12.58). Post-
hoc tests revealed that this difference lay between White and Asian students, and White and
Black students.

Unlike with the SBA-degree where the effects of ethnicity on performance decreased in the
following year with the same cohort of students, ethnicity significantly predicted performance
in the following academic year in the non-SBA degree. A step-wise multiple regression was
also performed with the 2016/2017 cohort of students in this degree. The dataset consisted of
230 students. The predictor variables in this analysis were ethnicity, age, disability, prior
qualifications, and gender. The dependent variable was stage average for that year. Ethnicity
significantly predicted performance in these students [F(5,224)= 5.48, p<0.05,R?= 14] when
controlling for age, disability status, gender, and prior qualification. Additionally, prior
qualification significantly predicted performance when not accounting for ethnicity; it was no



longer significant when ethnicity was taken in to account. To further explore ethnicity and prior
qualifications in this academic year, a one-way ANOVA was conducted and there was
statistically significant difference in performance (stage average marks) between students who
had entered the course with A level qualifications (M= 58, SD= 18.93) and other qualifications
(M=53.3, SD= 17.86). Students with A level qualifications performed significantly better than
those with other qualifications (such as BTEC) [ t(363)= 2.35, p<0.05]. There was no
significant difference between young and mature students, or males and females. There was
however a statistically significant difference (F(2,227)= 11.63) between White, Asian, and
Black students for performance. Whites (M= 66.79, SD=9.69) outperformed Asian (M=60.7,
SD= 9.94) and Black students (M= 59.41, SD= 9.74). Post-hoc tests revealed that this
difference lay between White and Asian students, and White and Black students.

Discussion

Strengths-Based Assessment and Curriculum Design

In recent years, there has been a cultural shift in the HE sector, and a move away from
‘traditional’ educational pathways (Schreiner, 2010; Shushok and Hulme, 2006; Stebleton et
al., 2012). Leese (2010) argues that with a growing population of non-traditional students
entering university, the responsibility of adapting to these needs lay with the institutions; the
sector must do more to address the requirements of a diverse range of students. With growing
speculation as to the future climate of HE, Aston University has taken progressive steps to
ensure it meets the needs of its diverse student population. One such focus has been in creating
mutually beneficial alliances with those in Industry. One major reform to come out of these
alliances has been how students are assessed pre-entry to Aston. As one lecturer acknowledged:

‘We introduced strengths-based assessments in the [degree] programme, in response to,
essentially, some understanding of best practice that employers had been developing.
Employers have been using strengths-based assessments as part of their recruitment
efforts for a number of years. We’re working with a company who are specialists in
strengths-based recruitment.’

Aston University currently runs eight degree apprenticeship programmes, with a further seven
in development. Currently three of these programmes, which in collaboration with employers
in related industries, admits applicants on the basis of SBA. As one stakeholder explained:

‘Aston have the first degree apprenticeships in the UK [designed this way using SBA],
and they are students from [Industry], who did not get the grades. They wouldn’t be on
the [traditional] degree programme at Aston, the vast majority of them without having
come through the degree apprenticeship route [...] Employers understand that grades
aren’t a predictor for success in degree apprenticeships, but one of the main points of
this project is employers get it. But we [universities] need to show how, ideally,
academic performance can also be predicted by strengths, not just work-based
performance.’

There is increasing evidence to suggest that SBA is a stronger predictor for success in education
than traditional qualifications and screening interviews. Research by Schripsema et al. (2017)
revealed how the adoption of strength-based approaches offered a more accurate reflection into



how positive individual performance is related to the occupational interests and personal
experiences of the applicant.

Markedly, as one key stakeholder in this research revealed, the focus on existing strengths
rather than prior attainment shifts the emphasis of the whole curriculum structure throughout
the length of the degree:

‘We create a degree apprenticeship, and then everyone has assumed we will assess
people in the same way to come on to it, and then we go, “Hang on. Why? We’ve just
written a completely new programme based on very different principles. Why are we
[assessing] the same way?” and no one’s [in the HE sector] really thought about it, to
be honest. So Aston have, and they have changed what they do so ... the whole point
of degree apprenticeships is [students] working, so they spend 80% of their time as an
employee, and 20% of the time off the job, studying or developing their skills, so their
success is linked to them being successful as an employee.’

Previously, research undertaken by Stebleton et al. (2012) into the Gallup Organization’s
StrengthsQuest higher education program observed how its integrated curriculum design, was
directly responsible for the success of the initiative. Therefore, when considering a strengths-
based approach, a whole-curricula perspective must be adopted to ensure success.

Outcomes: Progression, Retention and Attainment of Students

During the interviews one stakeholder explained the support package offered to students on
Aston’s degree apprenticeships. They described how the alliance between the university and
the employer is essential to provide a continuity package of support to the students. This
individualization, creates buffers and provisions which positively impact student outcomes:

‘They have something we’ve called a “skills coach”, who’s an individual mentor, who
goes out to visit that student in the workplace [...] That person not only supports them
in that work-based module but also talks to them about how to manage higher
education, how to relate the content that they’re learning on the programme to what
they’re doing in their day-to-day working life.’

Previously, research into Aston’s pastoral and academic support policy highlighted that one of
the university’s key strengths which contributed to student retention was its approach to
learning gain and ‘a culture of empowerment to continually challenge practice’ (Pope, Ladwa
and Hayes, 2017: 52). In particular, Aston have developed a strategy of support which has
‘integrated curriculum, with teaching that draws on experiences of our students, incorporating
teamwork and peer support, flexible placements, vocational courses and work-based learning’
(Pope, Ladwa and Hayes, 2017: 52). This wholesome approach which emphasizes the need to
recognise student’s own experiences and embed them in learning, has spearheaded an effective
transition between its traditional degrees, and the newly developed degree apprenticeships.
Importantly, recognising individual student strengths beyond standard academic qualifications,
as well as offering an integrated package which incorporates workplace support has positively
impacted student progression, as one lecturer explained:

‘I can talk about progression rates, which are a proxy for retention rates. Progression
rates are pretty good, round about 95% [...] Once they get past the first stage, they’ve



finished the professional practice module, so they no longer have that skills coach.
Rather than pushing a similar model onto them at that point, because, by then, most of
them will have made that adjustment, we instead have knocked in a mentoring model,
with a professional mentor who makes time to meet students if they request it.’

Data obtained from Aston’s student registry system demonstrates the success of Aston’s
wholesome approach to student support on the degree apprenticeships. Table 1 below
represents student outcomes for an SBA entry degree apprenticeship. The figures show that out
of 261 students enrolled on the programme in the academic year 2016/17, only 2 students, or
0.8% of the population, withdrew from the course due to failing to meet the standard required
to progress to the next stage.

2016/17

Progression Status Total No. of % of Total Programme
Students Population

Continue 126 48.3%
Progress - Proceed to next stage 100 38.3%
Awarded 13 5.0%
Withdraw - for non-academic reasons 11 4.2%
Fail - Repeat failed modules in next 7 2.7%
academic year
On leave of absence 2 0.8%
Fail - withdraw 2 0.8%
Grand Total 261 100.0%

Table 1: student outcomes for an SBA entry Degree Apprenticeship

Progression Status Total No. of % of Total Programme
Students Population

Continue/ proceed to next stage 196 61.6%

Awarded 58 18.2%

Fail - Repeat failed modules in next 36 11.3%

academic year

Fail- restart whole stage in next 2 0.6%

academic year

On leave of absence 8 2.5%

Fail - withdraw 18 5.7%

Grand Total 318 100.0%

Table 2: student outcomes for a comparable degree using non-SBA for entry



When comparing outcomes for students admitted to Aston’s Degree Apprenticeships through
SBA, with those who take the traditional degree pathway, one stakeholder revealed that grades
were markedly higher from students undertaking their degree through the apprenticeship
pathway:

The content is very similar. The results are, maybe, no. Average marks perhaps 10%
higher, pass rates maybe 15%, 20% higher.

Moreover, SBA scores tended to be a predictor for success on the course, as one module lead
described:

‘With the first couple of cohorts that went through, I compared the strengths test results
with the results in that first programme module. There was a pretty good correlation
between the level at which people were scoring and the results that they were getting at
the end of that [on the degree programme]. There was a fair amount of noise, as well,
but | think there was a reasonably clear correlation.’

In another interview this view was also observed by a key stakeholder who had analysed their
own figures from SBA entry students admitted through their existing employer:

‘They still got a first - the same university regulations, same university rules - so that’s
the first anecdotal evidence that [pre-entry] grades aren’t necessarily the right predictor
[for academic success]. They graduated this summer, and over 60% of them have got a
first, and it is assessed the exact same way that a group qualification is in a traditional
route.’

Figures obtained from Aston’s student registry system for the academic year 2016/17, supports
the qualitative component to this article; of the 91% of students who attained a 2:i or above
following the SBA pathway, 63.6% achieved a first. In contrast, 60% of students following
the non-SBA pathway achieved a 2:i or above, with 36.2% graduating with a first (tables 3 &
4).

Award Type  Award Total No. % Awarded as proportion of
Classification ~ Awarded awarded population

Bachelor of 1 7 63.6%

Science 2:0 3 27.3%
2:2 1 9.1%

Table 3: awarded qualifications for degree using SBA for entry

Award Type  Award Total No. % Awarded as proportion of
Classification ~ Awarded awarded population

Bachelor of 1 21 36.2%

Science 2: 14 24.1%
2:2 12 20.7%
Below 2:2 11 19%

Table 4: awarded qualifications for degree using non- SBA for entry
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Student Demographics

Aston University is an ethnically diverse organization with a considerable proportion of
students coming from Asian backgrounds (35% vs. circa 8% nationally), and in addition, ‘an
overall white minority’ with white students accounting for ‘36% vs. around 80% nationally’ of
the student population (Moores, Birdi and Higson, 2017: 3). Moreover, research by Pope,
Ladwa and Hayes (2017: 48), which described the socio-economic background of the student
population, revealed that 42.1 per cent are from the four lowest socio-economic groups against
the sector average of 33 per cent’. In terms of students on the SBA entry degree apprenticeships
from socially disadvantaged backgrounds, figures are broadly in line with those found in degree
programmes which follow the traditional route, as one module convenor explained:

‘In terms of access of disadvantaged groups, the proportion of students admitted from,
| think, the four most deprived social class backgrounds is at around about 45%, which
is above the University’s target of 35%.’

Although Aston has successfully managed to ensure that their degree apprenticeships have not
created barriers from disadvantaged economic groups, one stakeholder discussed how the
problem may be perpetuated nationally:

‘The idea of degree apprenticeships is about widening participation, but I think the
reason we’re not necessarily there, as a UK, as the whole of the country, is because not
enough people know about them. So, a lot of parents know about degree apprenticeships
because they are working middle-class, and they know that in their organisations
apprenticeships are happening, or they read about it in the press.’

With regards to students from BME backgrounds, one module lead stressed that due to the off-
campus nature of the course, the ethnic makeup of students on the degree apprenticeships are
not as diverse as those undertaking on-campus programmes:

‘In terms of Aston, I’'m not sure that we’re going to get with degree apprenticeships the
same proportion of ethnicities that we do for our on-campus degrees, because these
apprenticeships have a UK-wide reach and because at Aston we draw in a fairly biased
way from the Birmingham area, which has a different ethnic make-up to the rest of the
country.’

The figures collected during this research demonstrated there was a statistically significant
relationship between ethnicity and gender (x?(4)=18.02, p<0.05) for students enrolled in
2015/16. There is a higher percentage of males in the White student population, but this gender
difference decreases with the BME population. This was contrary to the degree using non-SBA
for entry whereby there was no significant relationship between gender and ethnicity.
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In terms of widening participation from an Industry perspective, a key stakeholder described
the challenge of reflecting the broader society in recruitment via traditional avenues, explaining
the benefits SBA:

‘One of the challenges facing IT companies is it’s really difficult to attract women, and
strengths-based recruiting shows no adverse effects on anyone across gender, socio-
mobility or ethnic diversity.’

This view was reiterated in an interview with a module lead who examined SBA results of
incoming students:

‘The thing that we were most concerned with was, again, specific to this programme:
numerical reasoning. Sometimes, if you don’t have a computing A-level, we can use
maths as a proxy for that. But, again the same problem was there: maths A-levels. The
gender balance there and the focus on less academically focused students, you’re
excluding again sections of the population.’

During the interviews with stakeholders and module leads, it became apparent that due to the
nature of the degree apprenticeships on offer at Aston, some of the qualification and skills
deficits, particularly in maths, were being reproduced during the SBA. The module lead felt
that this had repercussions on the recruitment of women, and students who were previously not
considered ‘academically focused’. As another stakeholder acknowledged:

‘Computing programmes, of which [degree apprenticeship] is one, don’t have a great
record for certain types of diversity. For instance, gender balance in computing
programmes is fairly poor. The gender ratio now on programme is roughly 80 to 20
male to female, which doesn’t sound great, but it’s better than elsewhere.’

Figures used during this research showed there was no statistically significant relationship
between gender and age [x?(1) =3.04, p>0.05] when chi-squared tests were conducted with the
2015/16 cohort of students. Interestingly however, there is a higher percentage of males in the
‘mature’ age group than females, the opposite is true for students in the ‘young’ age group.
This was in contrast to the degree using non-SBA for entry whereby there was no significant
relationship between gender and age.

Data obtained from Aston’s student registry shows a clear increase in the admittance of women
since the start of the programme in 2015 to the current academic year (2017-2018).

Gender
Year No. Female % Female No. Male % Male
2015/16 28 14.1% 171 85.9%
2016/17 43 16.5% 218 83.5%
2017/18 55 18.6% 241 81.4%

Table 5: distribution by gender by academic year (SBA entry)
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Year No. Female % Female No. Male % Male

2015/16 45 14.2% 273 85.8%
2016/17 51 13.9% 315 86.1%
2017/18 71 15% 401 85%

Table 6: distribution by gender by academic year (non-SBA entry)

In terms of the age of students being admitted to the degree apprenticeship, the figures show
an increase in demand across all age groups. However, there is rapid growth among young
students, where in the cohort joining in 2017/18 outnumbered the mature students for the first
time (SBA entry). This is in contrast to the non-SBA entry, which shows figures are broadly
similar during each academic year.

Age on Entry

Year No. Mature % Mature No. Young % Young
2015/16 122 61.3% 77 38.7%
2016/17 133 51.0% 128 49.0%
2017/18 135 45.6% 161 54.4%

Table 7: distribution by age by academic year (SBA entry)

Year No. Mature % Mature No. Young % Young
2015/16 26 8.2% 292 91.8%
2016/17 22 6% 344 94%
2017/18 24 5.1% 448 94.9%

Table 8: distribution by age by academic year (non-SBA entry)

Chi-squared tests showed no significant relationship between ethnicity and age (x?(4)=4.61,
p>0.05). However, there was a higher percentage of mature students (>21 years of age) than
young students for all ethnic groups. This was similar to the degree using non-SBA for entry
whereby there was no significant relationship between gender and age.

Conclusion and Implications

Our findings describe how the knowledge exchange and culture of the HE sector has shifted,
and Aston’s efforts to make progressive relationships with employers. These links with
Industry benefit itself, the economy, and not least, the wider community. Moreover, this article
details one of the challenges Aston had to overcome, in designing curricula and assessing
students based on the strengths and skills required for their employment, rather than university
mandated learning outcomes.
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Our exploratory investigation examined the academic outcomes of students on the non-SBA
pathway with comparative data for the SBA degree apprenticeships. Indeed, the progression
and retention rates of students demonstrate that SBA pre-entry students do exceptionally well
during their academic studies; giving the first indicator that SBA scores are a predictor for
success in HE. Moreover, we detailed the grade classification outcomes for students who
graduated from the first cohort completing an SBA entry programme. The data demonstrates
that these students, on average, attain 10% higher grades than students undertaking the same
programme through the traditional degree route.

Previously, research into Aston’s student demographics revealed that one of the key strengths
of the university was its ability to attract applicants from a diverse range of backgrounds, both
culturally and economically (Moores, Birdi and Higson, 2017). This research has discovered
that although still above the university’s own targets, the student demographic in those
undertaking degree apprenticeships are not yet as diverse as other programmes offered by
Aston. However, the data demonstrates a small but steady increase and levelling within the
population which stakeholders are confident can be maintained going forward. This research
has revealed that future investigations into this area must focus on the discrepancy between
gender and ethnicity with regards to enrolment on degree apprenticeships.

Our findings from this study highlight that the SBA degree apprenticeships’ curriculum has
played a massive part in its success. The findings demonstrate that module design and tailored
support has contributed to over 91% of apprentices graduating with a 2:i or above. A curriculum
which is designed to focus on students’ strengths, rather than weaknesses, nurtures an
environment where students feel confident going forward through their education. In
comparison, figures show that the non-SBA pathway has weaker results from students entering
the course with qualifications other than A-levels. Traditional module design, whereby students
are evaluated using methods such as written examinations and assessments, may hinder the
progress and attainment in students entering the university from non-traditional backgrounds
and/or qualifications.
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