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Attitudes towards learning of former apprentices who progress to higher education: a 

critical realist approach 

 

 

Apprenticeship progression has received increasing attention during the last decade. 

This is partly due to the ambition set out in the Leitch report (2006), that in England 

40% of all adults need to be qualified at level 4 and above by 2020 and also emphasis by 

the government on encouraging more opportunities for transition from apprenticeship 

to higher education (BIS, 2009). Despite this, only low numbers appear to progress from 

non-academic routes to higher education (HE) (HEFCE, 2009).  For example, Smith and 

Joslin (2011) reported that 5.3% of apprentices in 2005/06 progressed to higher 

education immediately, although this figure rose to 13.1% after three years.   

 

In addition to the tracking study conducted by Smith and Joslin (2011), a small number 

of projects have concentrated upon improving the aspirations of such learners, like 

those carried out by Lifelong Learning Networks (LNNs) (Carter, 2009) and a series of 

guides produced for those involved in progression for advanced apprentices (Anderson 

and Hemsworth, 2005). Some research has begun to focus upon progression from the 

learner’s point of view.  For example, Thomas and colleagues (2012) reported on the 

impact of Aimhigher and LLNs on aspiration rising.  However, no study has specifically 

investigated learning following progression, despite calls for research into the attitudes 

of apprentices following progression (Skills Commission, 2009).    

 

As Hodkinson and Macleod (2010) have pointed out, researching learning can be 

problematic: 

‘Learning does not have a clear physical or reified identity in the world. Rather, 

learning is a concept constructed and developed by people to label and thus start 

to explain some complex processes that are important in our lives.’ (p.174)  

Kahn and colleagues (2012) also acknowledged the complexities of learning when they 

reported that in the past, theories of learning have tended to prioritise socio-cultural or 

psychological considerations. Instead, they argue, we need to develop ways of 

considering both personal and socio-cultural factors.  One way to address this is to take 

a critical realist approach (Bhaskar, 1978).  Critical realists believe that there will 

always be many possible explanations for investigation and that the primary aim of 

social science is to be critical of the actions that lie behind false explanations (Archer et 

al., 1998; Scott, 2005). Crucially, it also takes as its starting point that social reality is 

stratified, incorporating both structural and agential strata.  
 

This paper presents findings of a study that explored the attitudes to learning of 

nineteen apprentices who had progressed to higher education in the south of England. 

Reflecting the critical realist approach, the results were analysed with reference to 

modes of reflexivity as described by Archer (2007) as well as specific learning styles. 

Four codes represented modes of reflexivity: autonomous reflexives who base their 

actions principally on their own internal conversations; communicative reflexives who 

share their inner dialogues with others before deciding on a course of action; meta-

reflexives who are concerned with effective action within society; and fractured 

reflexives whose deliberations can cause anxiety preventing purposeful courses of 

action. Additional codes referred to learning styles such as independent learning, 

collaborative learning and learning transfer. It was then possible to review across the 

data to identify patterns and anomalies.  
 



Preliminary findings show that attitudes to learning are mediated by both personal 

powers and socio-cultural factors.  For example, many of the participants were 

autonomous reflexives demonstrating preferences for independent learning, identifying 

themselves as vocational learners with a strong desire to apply learning directly in 

practice.  For some of these participants, the social aspects of the workplace and 

learning environment were integral to their learning experience and decision-making. 

However, as Dyke and colleagues (2012) found, participants presented different modes 

of reflexivity depending on the context.  Likewise, attitudes to learning could change 

depending on the features of participation experienced during their apprenticeship 

(Fuller and Unwin, 2003), experiences of higher education and the transition itself. 
 

The implications of this research are extensive.  Very little research has involved 

analysis of the relations between structure and agency to inform learning (Kahn et al. 

2012) and no studies, to the author’s knowledge, have investigated learning following 

progression from apprenticeship to higher education.  From this paper emerges a 

complex picture relating to learner identity and transition that can inform future 

research.   
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