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UNIVERSITY OF ULSTER Paper No LTC/16/15 
 
LEARNING AND TEACHING COMMITTEE Agenda Item 10 
20 June 2016 
 
HIGHER LEVEL SKILLS AND APPRENTICESHIPS WORKING GROUP 
 
Membership 
 
A number of colleagues contributed to the activities of the working group and the 
formulation of this report including: 
 
Professor G Armstrong (UUBS), Dr R Eadie (Art Design & Built Environment), 
Dr T Irwin (Social Sciences), Dr M Keenan (Art Design & Built Environment), 
Mr D McGivern (Employability & Marketing), Mrs A McKenna (CFCE), 
Professor G McMullan (Chair, Life & Health Sciences), Professor P Moore (Arts), 
Mrs M Paris (Computing & Engineering), Mrs A Scanlon (CFCE), Mrs J Wylie (UUBS) 
  
Background  
 
Higher Level Apprenticeships (HLAs) were introduced into the Northern Ireland HE 
landscape as part of Minister Farry’s leadership of the Department of Employment and 
Learning. A strategy, entitled “Securing our Success”, was launched in June 2014 and 
was described as ‘central to transforming our skills landscape and to securing our 
economic success’ (www.economy-ni.gov.uk/publications/securing-our-success-
northern-ireland-strategy-apprenticeships).  
 
The creation of the new Department for the Economy (DfE) in 2016 and its subsequent 
responsibility for the Northern Ireland HE sector would seem to indicate that HLAs will 
continue to be important within the new Department, the Northern Ireland Executive 
Programme for Government (PfG) and beyond. The publication of a Draft PfG does 
not explicitly refer to the HLA strategy, however, “Improve the skills profile of the 
population” is an indicator of success, with specific reference to “improving the skills 
and employability of those in, and those wishing to join, the workforce so that people 
can progress up the skills ladder, supporting higher levels of productivity” 
(www.northernireland.gov.uk/sites/ 
default/files/consultations/newnigov/draft-pfg-framework-2016-21.pdf). 
 
Context 
 
The Ulster HLA working group was established to take a strategic and co-ordinated 
approach to HLAs, particularly at levels 6, 7 and 8. It was also proposed that the HLA 
working group would consider any HLA proposals that were developed by Ulster 
colleagues. 
  
The working group was tasked by University Learning and Teaching Committee with 
producing a final report at the end of the present academic year to address: 
 

 How HLAs operate in England in comparison to how HLAs operate in Northern 
Ireland, including the DfE’s model for evaluating proposals, incentives for 

http://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/publications/securing-our-success-northern-ireland-strategy-apprenticeships
http://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/publications/securing-our-success-northern-ireland-strategy-apprenticeships
http://www.northernireland.gov.uk/sites/default/files/consultations/newnigov/draft-pfg-framework-2016-21.pdf
http://www.northernireland.gov.uk/sites/default/files/consultations/newnigov/draft-pfg-framework-2016-21.pdf
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companies and education providers to participate in the scheme, and what 
funding is available from the DfE.  

 Ulster’s current level of engagement across the Faculties with HLAs.  

 Recommendations for Ulster’s future approach to engaging with HLAs, 
including business engagement, marketing, and internal processes and support 
mechanisms for Faculties designing HLA proposals. 

 
Recommendations  
 
This report sets out in detail the interactions that took place as part of the HLA working 
group up to this point and we have presented our findings on HLA operation within 
Northern Ireland and England, as we understand them, and also the current level of 
engagement across Ulster with HLA developments. In evaluating these findings we 
would make a number of recommendations: 
 
1. The HLA landscape within Northern Ireland is still in a state of flux and will 

remain so until the DfE sets detailed guidance on all of the processes and 
procedures at the end of the pilot phase (academic year 2016-2017). The 
working group has proven to be a valuable forum in which to both collect and 
disseminate information relating to HLA development across Ulster and 
beyond. It is recommended that the HLA working group remains in place 
until the end of the pilot phase in order to provide the detailed response 
and update required for the University Learning and Teaching Committee. 

2. It is recommended that during this time the HLA working group operates 
as a ‘first stop shop’ to provide support and guidance in the development 
of HLAs for both colleagues and employers who contact Ulster on this 
issue. 

3. We recommend that at an institutional level Ulster recognises the 
importance of HLAs in the development and growth of the Northern 
Ireland economy, perhaps through its emerging Civic Engagement 
strategy. 

4. To demonstrate leadership in this area we recommend that Ulster actively 
engages with the DfE and education providers in Northern Ireland in order 
to ensure a coordinated and efficient HLA development and governance 
process. Strategic engagement with the FE Sector in particular is 
recommended to enhance higher level progression routes to Ulster. 

5. Participating in the development of HLAs has the potential to have a positive 
impact on a wide range of the institutional activities through increased employer 
engagement and an improved understanding of their needs. It is 
recommended that Faculties are encouraged to actively engage in HLA 
developments with appropriate employers and also with the established 
HLA sectoral partnerships. 

6. It is recommended that the Northern Ireland Skills Barometer, developed 
by Ulster, is used in a strategic engagement with employers to enable the 
development of HLAs for specific economic sectors with greatest 
graduate employee need. For some areas, the HLA model could provide an 
opportunity for Ulster to develop non-regulated business in emerging industry 
areas. 

7. It is recommended that Ulster develops a clear message that articulates 
to prospective students the merits of pursuing a University-based 
educational experience relative to that achieved through the HLA route. 



3 
 

8. By way of a financial context the introduction from 1 April 2017 by the HMRC 
of an apprenticeship levy is likely to also apply to HEIs.  It is recommended 
that as part of its leadership in this area Ulster should therefore develop 
a strategy for the development of appropriate HLAs within our own 
structures. 

9. In order to demonstrate leadership, it is recommended that Ulster investigates 
innovative mechanisms for the development and support of HLAs. For 
example, this could be through acting as a ‘primary employer’ for HLA 
development in economic areas where employees may move frequently 
between contracts for example in the creative technology sector. Another 
example would be where Ulster, through its geographical spread, uses its 
campus locations as regional catalysts for HLA development in conjunction with 
local employers, councils and trade and professional bodies.  

10. To enable an agile response to business and sectors who wish to develop 
higher level apprenticeships, a fast-track programme review process is 
essential to ensure that Ulster can respond to the dynamic needs of 
employers. 

11. Building upon the success of the level 4 CPPD framework and the growing 
requirements of the business sector to develop work-based programmes which 
are skills driven, economically relevant and provide opportunities for individuals 
to incorporate work-based learning, it is recommended that the Centre for 
Flexible and Continuing Education explore a possible framework model 
for a professional skills/work-based learning pathway to level 6.  Such a 
framework would enable Schools to utilise it to develop programmes of study, 
which respond to the needs of clients and the workplace. The framework will 
enable schools to develop and approve a broader and responsive range of 
programmes through a dynamic and highly responsive process, more 
appropriately aligned to the governance requirements of a module approval 
process whilst maintaining rigorous quality procedures including annual review 
processes.  

 
This framework would support Ulster University in responding to the DfE 
agenda for HLAs incorporating both knowledge and work-based competence 
modules into a prescribed pathway of learning which can result in a qualification 
at an appropriate level and be quality assured by the University.  
 
Such a framework would offer Ulster University the ability to innovate and 
create new and flexible programmes that meet the changing demands of 
students and employers. Some UK universities already offer work-based 
frameworks which can be looked at to support the development of an Ulster 
framework which could provide new and innovative progression pathways into 
and through HE and provision for students with non-traditional entry 
qualifications. 
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National, Regional and Institutional HLA landscape 
 
1. Comparison of HLAs in England and Northern Ireland 
 
The devolved administration in Northern Ireland is keen to develop a HLA programme 
that is distinct from the scheme that currently operates in England. Quality is the term 
continually referred to rather than quantity by DfE. However, decisions made by HMRC 
concerning the introduction of an apprenticeship levy can be expected to be an 
external driver of the Northern Ireland HLA agenda. In addition, employers with main 
offices in England and branch offices in Northern Ireland, such as PWC, will also shape 
the regional landscape. This is particularly true if we consider the scale and scope of 
resources available to support and encourage employer engagement and HLA 
development in England. The model adopted in England is based on the creation of 
universally recognised frameworks, which are being renamed as standards, and which 
specify roles, core learning outcomes, and assessment mechanisms from levels 4 to 
7. In England, on completion of the programme, students can upload their evidence 
and receive an Apprenticeship Certificate. 
 
Northern Ireland HLA landscape: presentation by Mr Robbie Davis, Policy Lead 
for HLAs within the DfE.   
 
Following the Northern Ireland elections, the DfE had been awaiting confirmation of 
their new Minister and a new Permanent Secretary.  These appointments may 
influence future policy regarding HLAs, although it is expected that the DfE will 
continue to operate in line with the “Securing our Success'' Apprenticeships Strategy 
and existing mechanisms. 
 
The UK government has committed to providing 3 million apprenticeships by 2020.  In 
Northern Ireland, the DfE has a budget of £15 million for apprenticeships, and aims to 
facilitate 300 HLAs across a range of industry sectors for the incoming academic year.  
The focus in Northern Ireland is quality over quantity and as yet there is no attempt to 
set HEIs or FECs targets in this area. 
 
The apprenticeships pilot began in September 2015 and will continue until September 
2017.  Sector partnerships have been established for the following sectors: ICT; agro-
food sector; business and financial services; advanced manufacturing and 
engineering; renewable energies and recycling; health and life sciences; and creative 
and digital media.  
 
Proposals for new HLAs are received in the format of an application form devised by 
the DfE, and follow an established evaluation process.  The majority of apprenticeship 
proposals are at level 5, and the DfE would welcome apprenticeship proposals at level 
6 and above.  Ulster’s Business School’s development of its BSc Hons Business 
Technology for Deloitte’s Bright Start Apprenticeship Scheme is an exemplar (with 
apprenticeship numbers increasing).  Apprenticeships are currently being developed 
with both the Open University and QUB (scheduled to be launched in September 
2016) and the DfE would be happy to meet to discuss further proposals from 
universities. 
 
The DfE feels that for employers the apprenticeship scheme is likely to more appealing 
to some industry sectors than others and for students, apprenticeships and study offer 
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different experiences and financial incentives.  It is believed that there would continue 
to be a demand in the workplace for a mix of graduates from apprenticeship schemes 
and from programmes of study.  
 
Funding 
 
The Youth Policy and Strategy division in the DfE handles funding for apprenticeships.   
In the first year of apprenticeships, for the term of the pilot to 2017, £2,000 is paid 
directly for each apprentice from the DfE to the HEI provider to address set-up costs.  
This funding is spent by the HEI provider at its own discretion; to date some providers 
have used it to meet registration, marketing and exam costs. 
 
The England funding model incorporates funding formulae for “uplifts” for 
disadvantage, area costs, and for some specialist provision if it is delivered by certain 
specialist providers or requires specialist resources.  An apprenticeship levy will be 
introduced in April 2017 for all employers operating in the UK with a pay bill over £3 
million each year.  The DfE anticipates that the funding model for apprenticeships in 
Northern Ireland may be modified after the pilot ends to take account of any need for 
“uplifts” and/or the impact of any impact of the apprenticeship levy in Northern Ireland. 
 
Engagement with Employers 
 
The Apprenticeship Scheme aims to put employers in the driving seat to create new 
apprenticeship standards that will deliver the skills businesses and learners need.  The 
DfE is primarily relying on FECs and universities to engage with their own employer 
networks rather than directly engaging with employers itself, and will shortly launch 
further marketing activity to promote apprenticeships.  It was suggested that the DfE 
may wish to contact Ulster University Business School’s Centre for SME Development 
which could access local SMEs. 
 
In recognition that Northern Ireland’s employers in the main are small and micro 
employers (SMEs) the DfE will launch a support service for such employers.  The DfE 
plans to expand the existing careers advice service to include a function to match 
individuals with apprenticeships, and to incorporate it within the support services. 
 
Eligibility Criteria for HLAs  
 
To be eligible for an apprenticeship, an individual must be in paid employment and 
supported by their employer (private or public).  Individuals must be newly appointed 
to a job, or have a change to their current job role.  Individuals can switch and progress 
between FE college/university studies and apprenticeships within these parameters.  
Apprentices are normally expected to be from Northern Ireland and, although those 
from the EU may be eligible, the apprenticeship scheme is not expected to be 
applicable to International applicants. 
 
On-the-job Training 
 
For the on-the-job training element of apprenticeships, a tri-partite agreement is drawn 
up between the apprentice, the employer (mentor) and the training provider.  The DfE 
Team oversees the QA of mentoring and supervising of apprenticeships by employers.  
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Operation of Apprenticeships Pilot  
 
Employers must be based in Northern Ireland, although it is possible for apprentices 
to work elsewhere for periods of the apprenticeship.  Training providers must also be 
based in Northern Ireland.  The DfE suggests there is scope for training 
providers/employers to train apprentices that would be dispersed to other 
organisations after completion of their apprenticeships. 
 
Any apprenticeships that begin within the pilot can continue beyond the end of the pilot 
in September 2017.  Proposals for “renewals” will be considered.  
 
Apprentices receive a qualification from the relevant awarding institution at the end of 
their apprenticeship.  No additional award is made under the Apprenticeship Scheme, 
unlike the situation in England. The apprenticeship is deemed to be concluded when 
the qualification (e.g. the degree) is awarded. 
 
Consideration was given to individuals working for example in creative arts and 
technologies sectors who tend to be employed on temporary, seasonal and shorter 
term contracts.  The DfE advised that the Apprenticeship Scheme would offer 
opportunities in these sectors and, as long as apprenticeships offered the required on-
the-job training and supervision, mechanisms would allow for apprentices to move 
between employers as long as a “lead employer” took overall responsibility for 
apprentices.  It was noted that the England model made provision for such 
circumstances, and the approach can facilitate an apprentice gaining a broader 
experience of the workplace.   
 
Strategic Advisory Forum 
 
Along with sectoral partnerships, a strategic advisory forum (comprising employers, 
government, trade unions and providers of off-the-job training) operates to place 
employers in the lead role in ensuring the provision and content of apprenticeships 
meets their needs.  Prof McMullan will replace Prof Richard Millar on the forum to 
represent Ulster. 
 
Provision of Apprenticeships by Colleges and Universities 
 
The current landscape of FE and HE comprises colleges and universities which have 
their individual strengths and appeal to different profiles of learners.  It is believed that 
involving colleges and universities in the overall Apprenticeship Scheme generated 
opportunities for collaboration and sharing best practice, and a greater choice for 
apprentices’ progression. 
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An example of HLA development in England: Presentation by Mr Michael Kane 
PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) 
 
Background 
 
Mr Michael Kane is a Director in the Consulting Practice at PwC and a member of the 
DfE’s HLA advisory panel.  He is also involved in the Sheffield City Region Skills Bank.  
Mr Kane’s work at PwC focuses on the public sector, education, training and 
international development, and he shared with the Group his experiences at PwC of 
the establishment of higher level apprenticeships in England.  
 
PwC Professional and Business Apprenticeships programme and London 
Professional Apprenticeship (LPA) 
 
Mr Kane was involved in PwC’s work on the Employer Ownership of Skills pilot led by 
the UK Commission for Employment and Skills.  This pilot was a competitive fund open 
to SMEs and larger employers in England to raise skills, create jobs and invest in their 
current and future workforce.   
 
PwC took a lead on workforce developments and skills requirements for the 
professional and business services sector and developed the Professional and 
Business Apprenticeships programme.  The programme aimed to address skills needs 
in industry for a range of professional services (e.g. accounting, auditing, tax, payroll 
and HR) and to diversify entry pathways into such services from the traditional 
university route. 
    
Two working groups with a total of approximately 40 employers were established to 
set up the Apprenticeships.  The groups identified three strands of professional 
services for which Apprenticeships would be offered: audit/assurance, consulting and 
tax.  The Apprenticeships incorporated nationally recognised professional 
qualifications and professional bodies for each strand were represented in the working 
groups.   
 
PwC helped employers identify their business and skills needs, managed access to 
government funding for the Apprenticeships for employers and directed employers to 
appropriate training providers.  PwC was also one of approximately 10-12 training 
providers for the Apprenticeships programme.   
 
PwC education and skills specialists also developed the London Professional 
Apprenticeship (LPA) to provide 250 apprenticeships in the London area.  As part of 
his work on the LPAs, Mr Kane also sought to provide a student-type experience for 
the apprenticeship, including coaching outside the employer organisations, organising 
events and guest lectures for apprentices, and creating opportunities for apprentices 
to work in teams and engage with charities for competitions and projects in pursuit of 
resolving third sector issues. 
 
Working with Employers 
 
Gauging employers’ interest in apprenticeships can be challenging but it had been 
attractive to SMEs for their employees to be enrolled on the same apprenticeships as 
employees of larger, more widely recognised employers in the same industry.  It is 
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believed that making access to apprenticeship programmes and managing funding to 
make things as easy as possible for employers was key to their success so employers 
can focus on on-the-job training.   
 
Funding  
 
Under the English model, organisations with their principal base in England were 
eligible to apply to the Employer Ownership of Skills pilot fund, which released funds 
to the training providers for the total cost of the apprenticeship programmes.  This is 
different from apprenticeship schemes in Northern Ireland for which SMEs are 
responsible for securing funding to sponsor individual apprenticeships.   
 
Under arrangements in England many public sector contracts now require that the 
successful organisation is an Apprenticeship employer – PwC has a total of 
approximately 400-500 apprenticeships with around 50 that are based in Belfast for 
which PwC secured funding from the DfE.   
 
Uptake 
 
Under the PwC Employer Ownership engagement, 300-400 SMEs now each employ 
1-3 apprentices, and many are in skills areas which are not traditionally associated 
with apprenticeships.  70-80% of these organisations hosting apprentices are 
employing apprenticeships for the first time.   
 
Professional Accreditation 
 
City & Guilds accredit the PwC-led Professional Service Higher Apprenticeship.  PwC 
is not involved in the accreditation of the qualifications but it does ensure that 
assessments are being undertaken as part of overseeing the management of 
apprentice training contracts. 
 
Progression of Apprentices 
 
PwC apprentices usually take two years to complete the level 4 apprenticeships and 
are then placed on PwC’s graduate programme.   This arrangement is in place to retain 
high quality staff but it is believed there would be potential for graduates of the level 
four apprenticeships to progress to HLAs if they were developed. 
 
2. Inside Government Conference April 2016 – feedback from Mr Damian 

McGivern 
 

 HLAs are viewed as benefiting the economy, career prospects, higher lifetime 
earnings for participants, higher skilled workforce and providing a return on 
government investment.  

 Currently only 15% of employers offer HLAs in England.  The aim is to have 3 
million starts in 2020 – the focus will be on both quality (newly established 
independent body to provide oversight) and quantity.  

 As part of the HLA developments, government is seeking to have higher 
participation from students from lower socio-economic backgrounds.  The 
public sector is leading the way with regard to the introduction of HLAs. The 
recently published Enterprise Bill introduces HLAs targets for public sector 
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bodies – 2.3% of workforce. (It is unclear whether targets will apply to Northern 
Ireland.) 

 Employers develop the HLA standard to meet the needs of their industry. 

 In England 40% of standards developed focus on higher and degree  
 apprenticeships. 

 A ‘One Stop Shop’ has been established to help employers find apprenticeships 
– national apprenticeship service, website, etc. 

 April 2017 will see the introduction of levy (new detailed guidance just 
published). This will increase spending on HLAs to £2.5 billion by 2020. 

 UCAS is developing a learner ecosystem which will facilitate transfer and 
progression, and will include applying for HLAs. 

 UCAS now has a significant career advice and guidance section on their 
website which provides information on different pathways, including 
apprenticeships (see “Progression pathway” resources on the UCAS website: 
https://www.ucas.com/advisers/guides-and-resources/qualification-
reform/progression-pathways). UCAS also has a database of HLAs that 
students can apply for. 

 HEFEC have just announced £8m to support universities exploring the options 
and piloting degree apprenticeships.  

 The University of Sheffield and the University of Warwick provide good 
examples on how they have developed and operationalised degree 
apprenticeships.  Key advice was to choose a couple of key industry sectors to 
work with and develop a total apprenticeships framework that had progression 
clearly articulated. 

 Degree-level apprenticeships can be a threat to traditional degree programmes 
and as a consequence Ulster may need a different relationship with schools 
and colleges. 
 

3. Ulster’s current engagement with HLAs 
 
Ulster’s engagement with HLAs is currently two fold.  Firstly, Ulster is in the process 
of engaging with employers to develop educational content to underpin HLAs in a 
number of sectors. Most advanced is the relationship between the UUBS and Deloitte 
as part of the Brightstart initiative. In the first year 19 HLAs enrolled in the BSc Hons 
Business Technology with numbers expected to double for the forthcoming academic 
year. Recently approved is a Level 7 HLA in Civil Engineering – the first in the UK – 
developed by colleagues in the School of the Built Environment. Whilst level 6 and 7 
HLAs in Community Youth Work are being developed in conjunction with the Youth 
Training Board. Finally, a preliminary proposal for a level 8 HLA (PhD) has been 
approved for a range of economic sectors and engagement with employers is ongoing.  
 
It should also be noted that Ulster, through colleagues in ADDL, have been active in 
developing the capacity of SRC to deliver HLAs using blended learning. This 
relationship, and the learning from it, forms the basis of a dissemination event to be 
held on the Belfast campus on 17 June 2016. 
 
Secondly the table below contains a list of foundation degrees validated by Ulster 

which according to the DfE have been approved as part of an HLA.  

 

https://www.ucas.com/advisers/guides-and-resources/qualification-reform/progression-pathways
https://www.ucas.com/advisers/guides-and-resources/qualification-reform/progression-pathways
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Sector 
 

Qualification College 

Business and Financial 
Services 

BSc Hons Business 
Technology 

Ulster 

Construction 
Engineering 

FD in Sustainable 
Construction 

SWC 

Creative Industries FD in Digital Arts and 
Technologies 

SWC 

Engineering FD in Building Services and 
Renewable Energy  

SWC 

FD in Civil and 
Environmental Engineering 

SWC 

FD in  Electrical and 
Electronic Engineering 

NRC 

FD in Engineering  
(+ specialisms) 

SWC 

FD in Engineering 
(Automotive Technology) 

SWC 

FD in Mechanical 
Engineering 

NWRC, SERC* 

FD in  Mechanical and 
Manufacturing Engineering 

NRC 

FD in Mechatronic 
Engineering 

SERC 

Financial Services FD in Financial Services 
Management 

SWC 

Hospitality and Tourism FD in Hospitality and 
Tourism Management  

NWRC 

FD in International Travel 
and Tourism Management 

NWRC 

ICT BSc Hons Computing 
Systems 

Ulster 

FD in Computing SWC 

FD in Computing 
Infrastructure 

BMC 

FD in Software 
Development 

NWRC 

FD in Software Engineering BMC 

Life Sciences FD in Applied Industrial 
Sciences 

SRC 

 

* FD in Mechanical Engineering approved in principle at SERC. Evaluation not yet 

complete. 


