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Abstract

Apprenticeship degrees bring the radical possibility of higher education without debt. They also require
taking learning off-campus and into the workplace, collaborating with employers on credit-bearing
workplace learning, inclusion, and widening access. This study surveyed workplace mentors and
university staff about the training universities provide to mentors to support degree apprentices,
especially focusing on inclusion. Using Activity Theory (AT), current training was mapped as an activity
system, including motivations, format (tools), objectives, guidelines, stakeholders (community), and
divisions of labour. Activity systems embody multiple perspectives and interests, developing over time,
with the potential for contradictions to become sources of transformative change (Engestrém, 2001).
The main finding is that few mentors feel they are receiving adequate training for the role, with many
not receiving any. The AT analysis highlights the challenges of ringfencing time for mentors and
allocating responsibility for appropriate training and inclusion strategies among the collaboration
partners.

Full paper
Introduction

Degree apprentices are salaried and their fees are paid, enabling them to complete degrees without
debt, as well as gaining work experience. This transformative financial model is key to the
apprenticeships’ potential for social mobility (QAA, 2019). It also requires active collaboration with
employers, including ceding some responsibility to them, such as recruitment (Fabian et al., 2023).
Within the tripartite collaboration of employers, universities, and apprentices, workplace mentors are
tasked with supporting apprentices (Parkinson and Dziallas, 2024). Ideally, mentors help to link the
workplace (and practice) with the university (and theoretical knowledge) (Roberts et al., 2019), most
practically through facilitating credit-bearing work-based projects (Taylor-Smith et al., 2023). Given this
crucial role, it is in the university’s interest to ensure that the mentor has the information and training
they need to do this role. Further, given the employers’ responsibilities for the apprentices’ recruitment
and work environment, mentors may provide a conduit for universities’ Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion
(EDI) values. Degree apprenticeships need to be good routes for diverse students, both for social
mobility and to improve representation in certain industries (Lester, 2020). Appropriately-trained



mentors can learn to be culturally responsive and better support mentees from underrepresented
groups (Black et al. 2022).

This study draws on Activity Theory (AT) (Engestrom, 2001) to investigate the training that universities
are providing to workplace mentors to support them to fulfil their role. This enables us to combine
evidence of the training provided, with aspirations around what should be provided, and the constraints
and congruencies that shape the training system (and lack of training) over time (Karanasios and Allen,
2014). Modelling the activity system helps us to understand who needs to be involved in enabling
training for workplace mentors and supporting diverse degree apprentices.

Methodology

Two aligned, online surveys collected data about the training universities were providing to
workplace mentors. One surveyed mentors (n=44) and the other surveyed university staff
involved in providing training and or guidance for mentors (n=13). Using a mixture of ratings
guestions, multiple choice, and open questions, the surveys built a picture of what training was
offered and what was received, what was valued and what was missing. The wider contexts
included time allocated for mentoring and external guidelines for EDI in apprenticeships (e.g.,
SDS, n.d.). Data was analysed quantitatively and qualitatively, as appropriate, then coded
deductively according to the nodes of our activity system pyramid (Figure 1). This was adapted
from Engestrom (2001), following Barratt-Pugh et al. (2019), using AT in a higher education
context, and Detlor et al. (2018), who provided useful guidance to using AT.
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Figure 1: Activity system

Coding the data and understanding and adapting the activity system, across the research team, was an
iterative process. A code was added for “no training” to reflect the prominence of this in the data; this is
displayed in the individual nodes. Once the coding was agreed, the data for each node was summarised
and added to a pyramid (Figure 2), following Barratt-Pugh et al. (2019). This enabled us to further
explore the relationship between nodes and identify congruencies and constraints.



Effectively fulfil role:

Subject (Mentor)

Mentors start with

o Getinforerole, contents experience. Most have:
of course, apprentices’ O 1+ years’ experience of
challenges and how to mentoring;
support them. o 1 or2 mentees; G/DA
o Upskill colleagues & mentees, but also other
develop young people. — WBL.
o Most respondents based
in Scotland.

Rules & guidelines

Stronger guidance for
employers could better
support mentors.

O
O
O

Apprenticeship rules.
Frameworks & curricula ¢
Inclusion definitions &
guidelines;

CAame falt trainino wac




Figure 2: Activity system with summaries at each node.
Findings and discussion

The prominent finding was that most mentors felt the training was inadequate or absent. They learned
their role through experience, backed up by meetings with university staff, such as the apprentices’
academic visitor, and handbooks or guidelines if these were provided. Mentors suggested training
involving more of the community (including other mentors, apprentices and graduates). Inclusion
guidance was not evident, even via links to external sources. The activity system highlighted the
contradiction between the importance of effective mentoring in the apprentices’ success and the
resources (e.g., time and training) provided to mentors to support them. We identify this as a
contradiction between the value and cost of the time and training — the use value and exchange value of
commodities that Engestrom identifies as the “primary contradiction of activities in capitalism [...which]
pervades all elements of our activity systems” (2001, 137). Mentors’ lack of time or expertise in the
mentoring process may lead to apprentices losing out on valuable development opportunities (Roberts
et al., 2019; Taylor-Smith et al., 2023).

Many official guidelines and toolkits encourage and support employers to tackle inequalities in
apprenticeships and promote inclusive work environments (e.g., IFATE, 2023). These advocate

mentoring, but provide no further guidance. Whereas, targeted, social learning opportunities
can support mentors to engage in diversity topics and develop their practice (Black et al., 2022).
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