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ABSTRACT 

Growing productivity of industrial work is resulting in high youth unemployment. At the same 
time skills requirements are changing: more high-level knowledge as well as experience-
based competencies are needed. Hence, there is a particular need to promote and expand 
the capacity of work-based learning and apprenticeships. In this respect, the major 
challenge will be to reintegrate and synchronise the “working and the learning worlds” so 
that they understand each other better and cooperate in a more natural and useful way.  

ApprEnt intends to bridge the gap between the worlds of education and business, enhancing 
partnerships that involve companies, Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) as VET providers, 
and other relevant stakeholders such as public bodies, representatives of learners and 
representatives of VET providers, with the ultimate aim of promoting the establishment of 
work-based learning and especially apprenticeship. With this aim in mind, ApprEnt has 
produced a set of policy recommendations on how VET in HEIs can promote the 
implementation of apprenticeships and work-based learning schemes and thus contribute to 
addressing the problems of unemployment and skills shortages. 

THE APPRENT PROJECT 

ApprEnt is a project funded by the Erasmus+ programme aiming to address two key 
challenges of today’s education and training in Europe: high unemployment among young 
people and the shortage of higher-level skills required by employers. To respond to these 
issues ApprEnt tries to foster cooperation between higher education institutions (HEIs) and 
business and promote the establishment and improvement of work-based learning (WBL), 
especially apprenticeship schemes.  

Higher education apprenticeships (HEAs) – and work-based learning schemes in general – 
are seen as a way to help learners gain a recognised professional qualification while 
developing experience in a real work environment, therefore increasing their future 
employability at a level appropriate to their knowledge and competences. For HEIs, 
apprenticeships mean improving the professional dimension and relevance of the curricula 
and teaching methods, accelerating exchanges with the business world and allowing an 
honest transition of students from education to work. For enterprises, HEAs can represent a 
way to attract more highly skilled people and bring about a smoother recruitment process.  

ApprEnt has involved a mixed consortium of higher education institutions and Chambers of 
Commerce / Associations of SMEs in seven different countries with the aim of fostering the 
sharing of good practices and maximising peer-learning, transnationally in partner meetings 
but also in each partner country team, where focus learning groups of education institutions 
and business organisations have worked together with representatives of public authorities 
and learners contributing to the discussion.  
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From the point of view of University-Business collaboration, the ApprEnt consortium 
understood “HE Apprenticeship” as programmes that have all or a minimum of four 
characteristics out of the six listed below: 

1. Learning alternates between the workplace and an education centre
2. Mentoring is a strong aspect preserved by the employer and the HEI
3. The programme is part of a formal or continuing education training
4. Successful learners receive a recognised certificate
5. The training involves signing a contract or formal agreement by the student
6. The apprentices receive remuneration in the form of wage or salary

The resources and tools1 produced by ApprEnt include national reports describing the HE 
apprenticeship system in the partner countries, feedback collected through formal and 
informal exchanges organised at national level, 33 case studies of existing HEA practices 
including their transversal comparison, and a prototype training course for mentors and 
supervisors of HEA programmes.  

When it comes to HEA, it is first and foremost important to consider that different scenarios 
exist in different countries and contexts: in some countries institutions have consulted key 
stakeholders and civil society and linked the strategy with existing initiatives; in other 
countries institutions do have basic strategies, but they are currently not linked with HE and 
SME collaboration; in some other countries, working groups or projects have been 
established in order to implement this collaboration; finally, there are examples of countries 
where apprenticeship in HE is in as yet only in pilot phase.  

APPRENT POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS  

On the base of the findings collected and the existing diverse scenarios, the ApprEnt 
consortium has proposed a set of key recommendations aimed at the promotion of WBL and 
apprenticeship schemes at higher education level, encouraging the concerted efforts of 
university, business and policy-making actors. The recommendations are based on the 
belief that HEAs are of vital importance nowadays since they bridge and strengthen 
University-Business collaboration and respond to needs and challenges experienced by all 
the main stakeholders concerned: policy-makers at European and national level, higher 
education institutions, enterprises, and learners.  

The policy recommendations focus on four different target groups: EU policy makers, 
national policy-makers, higher education institutions and enterprises. They illustrate the 
action that each actor should take to improve HEAs in the specific area addressed.  

Besides the exchanges held by each project partner with key actors and stakeholders at 
institutional, regional and national level, ApprEnt has organised several formal consultations 
around the draft policy recommendations in order to validate them and take on board as 
many relevant views as possible.  

On 14 May 2019 an online consultation was held with 15 participants from higher education 
institutions based in Austria, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Italy, Spain and Russia. On 23 May 
the draft policy recommendations were presented to key stakeholders in Brussels during 
eucen’s 2019 Policy Talks. The participants, coming from different EC bodies and European 
NGOs, were keen to discuss the relevance and potential impact of the policy paper. A 
second face-to-face consultation was held at the University of Tallinn on 28 May 2019, 

1 All tools and resources are available for free on the project website: https://apprent.eucen.eu/tools/  
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where invited guests representing the worlds of Estonian business and higher education 
contributed their knowledge and experience in relation to business-university cooperation 
and work-based learning and apprenticeship schemes. Finally, on 6 June 2019 the policy 
recommendations were discussed in a dedicated session organised within the 51st eucen 
Conference in Aveiro (PT).  

The 10 main areas of action covered by the ApprEnt policy paper are the following: 

 Regulations
 Strategic policy-making
 Training
 Mobility
 Guidance and coordination
 Quality assurance
 Allocation of resources
 Funding companies
 Transparency
 Sustainability

Regulations  

The first ApprEnt recommendation is to establish a clear definition and transnational 
understanding of higher education apprenticeships, clarifying what distinguishes them from 
other schemes, such as internships and traineeships. This should cover quality issues and 
expected outcomes. A clear definition of higher education apprenticeships is needed to allow 
institutions, enterprises and students to set up arrangements in the EU for mobility while 
guaranteeing some minimum standards that would improve the students’ skills in a 
recognised way in all member states. While it is in the power of EU policy-makers to set up 
the needed transnational regulations, it is up to national states to adopt them, taking care of 
their adaptation to the national context. Having testing the adopted regulations, higher 
education institutions and enterprises would send their feedback to policy-makers and 
contribute to any needed refinement of the regulations concerned.   

The benefit of having unified standards and criteria for HEAs is clear: students will have a 
much clearer understanding of what a HE apprenticeship consists of, in comparison to other 
schemes; they would also have the guarantee of developing specific skills within the specific c 
degree course; finally, they would be sure that the skills they develop would be recognised in 
any EU country.  

Strategic policy-making 

The development of HEAs should be part of an overall strategic goal to integrate work-based 
and vocationally oriented learning within academic learning / general education. A distinct 
policy vision and package for apprenticeships within the higher level of education is needed, 
which should obviously consider, at national level, the specific context. While the responsibility 
of setting up this strategic vision and package stays with the policy level, it would be up to 
higher education institutions and business to implement the special policy measures, create 
coordinating efforts and resources, and encourage students to participate. Considering the 
growing importance of work-based learning, the professionalization and professional 
development of workplace mentors should be one of the goals in education strategy as well 
as in governance of economic affairs.  
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By ensuring that HEAs are part of a coherent and integrated strategy, all students will benefit 
from opportunities of apprenticeships within both formal and continuous education 
programmes.  

Training  

In order to guarantee quality higher education apprenticeships, it is fundamental to ensure 
that mentors2 in companies and HEIs have the pedagogical skills and competences needed to 
guide and support students, and that they are provided proper training. It would also be 
necessary to standardise the training of mentors so they understand the nature and use of 
apprenticeship programmes. Mentors would (a) be prepared for making the students the 
centre of the learning process and (b) learn themselves how to work and collaborate with 
other mentors from the business sector and from HEIs.3  

Policy-makers at EU level can do a lot to provide policy, financial and logistical support to 
countries prepared to regulate training for mentors, while national policy makers should 
promote and encourage training for mentors with national awards or advantages and develop 
a mentors’ network. They could also provide financial and logistical resources to HEIs and 
companies. But it is ultimately up to HEIs and business to introduce and encourage training 
for mentors and feedback networks, allocating adequate time and resources and offering 
“compensation in kind” (time or credits). In general, full recognition of the mentors’ role and 
competences should be actively and efficiently promoted.  

If proper training is provided to mentors, students will be able to receive supervision from 
prepared professionals who understand the challenges of apprenticeship programmes. They 
would be guided by both an academic / theoretical and a more practical mentor in order to find 
synergies between the two worlds and understand the circularity of both types of learning. 

Mobility 

In the view of the ApprEnt consortium, the mobility aspect is of key importance in the context 
of the training to be provided to mentors. Mobility schemes should be supported for 
academics and non-academics involved in HEA schemes at regional, national or international 
level. Ideally, the length of mobility periods could be between one week and three months. 
Institutions and enterprises should be encouraged to welcome and support visitors as well as 
to promote mobility amongst their own staff. 

Students would benefit from interacting with staff that have experienced mobility and can 
explain the benefits of these opportunities. Staff could also explain to students how to prepare 
for these kind of exchanges.  

Guidance, coordination and assessment 

Dedicated and permanent ‘orientation and guidance’ spaces (both online and face-to-face) 
should be established, linking enterprises, HEIs, mentors and students, in order to provide 
information about HE apprenticeship schemes and ensure smoother administrative 
processes.  

2 Mentors (from SMEs and industry) and supervisors (from HEIs) are both called “mentors” in this document, as a global 
concept. It is very important to understand that we refer to both individuals. 

3 ApprEnt has developed a generic prototype structure for a Continuing Professional Development (CPD) course that intends 
to give potential users the basis for training mentors of HEA programmes. Being a generic prototype structure, the course 
gives enough guidance and, at the same time, flexibility so that any institution / organisation from any country can adapt the 
model and its contents to their own needs, taking into account not only the national legal constraints but also institutional / 
organisational limitations (especially those connected to time and resources). The prototype course is available on the project 
website: https://apprent.eucen.eu/tools/   
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Suitable assessment methods and tools should be in place to monitor the learning achieved 
(e.g. the use of ePortfolios and / or periodical common reflection sessions).  

Proper guidance, coordination and assessment mean that students will have access to better 
informed and supported mentors in their apprenticeship courses; they would move from 
isolated individual learning to network-based and collaborative learning, involving systematic 
meetings of students, mentors and, if necessary, people from the administrative offices.  

Quality Assurance 

It should be the responsibility of all the actors involved in HEA schemes to ensure quality 
placements where apprentices learn and are prepared for their future working life. Appropriate 
quality criteria should be designed involving the needs of both sides – HEIs and SMEs, 
considering knowledge-based analysis for future labour market and skills needs, ensuring the 
quality of the training of the mentors. The quality measures created at EU level should be 
adopted at national level and given adequate publicity, ensuring that those who apply quality 
control measures are awarded. 

Students will benefit from work-based learning placements that are designed and 
implemented according to clearly established criteria that ensure quality assurance. 

Allocate resources 

Promoting work-based learning (WBL) and apprenticeship positions for young undergraduates 
and graduates means making more resources available to support them. At EU policy-making 
level this entails the possibility to launch a publicity campaign, as well as the funding of more 
projects that promote work-based learning and apprenticeship schemes. At national level, 
policy-makers could give tax discounts to employers who use these types of placements. 
HEIs should organise information sessions every year for both internal and external 
audiences, while enterprises should prepare detailed descriptions of the skills needed by the 
apprentices to enable HEIs to identify suitable candidates. It would help to work out new and 
collaborative pedagogical tools based on a clear and context-specific conceptual / theoretical 
framework, to be used by both the company and HEI mentors.  

If adequate resources are allocated to promote and implement HE apprenticeship schemes, 
students would have more opportunities to apply for and participate in WBL or apprenticeship 
programmes, and they would be able to access WBL and apprenticeship programmes which 
are better resourced and of higher quality. 

Funding companies 

No progress can be made unless enough European and national funding and support is 
provided to countries implementing the European regulations for apprenticeship programmes. 
As for HEIs and enterprises, they should be responsible for allocating in the annual budget a 
section to improve and enlarge apprenticeship collaboration (e.g. in terms of training, time and / 
or dedication of staff, etc.).  

If adequate funding is granted to support apprenticeship programmes, students will benefit 
from better quality schemes, and be supported by mentors who can devote an adequate 
amount of time and resources to them, since their role and functions are fully recognised and 
funded.  
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Transparency 

Ensuring transparency requires the relevant actors to monitor, compare and share 
implemented actions, including the expenditure required for the implementation of HE 
apprenticeship schemes, pedagogical methodologies, learning outcomes and assessment 
criteria.  EU and national policy makers should request annual reports from EU member 
states adopting the European regulations that receive some sort of funding. They should 
assess use of the funding and the quality of programmes funded. HEIs and enterprises would 
have the responsibility to prepare annual reports highlighting how the funding received has 
been used and doing an analysis on number of students, academic success rates, job 
placement rates, etc. All this would allow those involved to share good practices, compare 
practices across countries and ensure benchmarking.  

Students will obviously benefit very much from schemes that are clear, understandable, fair 
and accountable.  

Sustainability 

The last recommendation embraces all the previous ones and refers to the sustainability of 
the whole system. This can only be ensured if permeability between levels is fostered and 
flexible trajectories and mobility are promoted. This also means fostering a long-term vision 
and enduring actions. Two different levels of sustainability have to be borne in mind: 
regulatory and applied. This means continued support of the training of trainers, both from 
companies and from HEIs, and legislating, regulating and implementing measures to ensure 
that short-term actions can take place.    

In a sustainable system, students will benefit from permeability between learning pathways 
and from enhanced mobility. They will also benefit from schemes that pursue a coherent long-
term, flexible vision and are not subject to frequent reshuffling.  

OTHER APPRENT POLICY TOOLS  

In addition to the set of policy recommendations illustrated above, the ApprEnt consortium 
has developed two more policy tools:  

 Guidelines for a Higher Education Apprenticeship Model Agreement
 Advocacy Pack for Higher Education Apprenticeship programmes: by learning

you teach, by teaching you learn

The Guidelines for a Higher Education Apprenticeship Model Agreement are based on 
the awareness that a good preparatory setting up will make the apprenticeship period a 
better experience for the company, the apprentice and the HEI. One key component of this 
preparatory set up is the design and signing of an agreement that binds all parties in a 
common objective.  The Guidelines have been designed to support the three main parties 
involved in the HE apprenticeship scheme, and to clearly define the objectives of the 
placement, the expected achievements and the general conditions that define the 
apprenticeship period.  

When discussing the design of this tool, it became clear to the ApprEnt consortium that 
designing one unique model would be a challenge because each country has different laws 
and cultural features, and each institution is governed by different rules. The best tool would 
therefore be a guide to help the reader understand the importance of the different points that 
should be ideally included in the model. The users can then decide what suits them and 
what does not, and design their own model.  
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The model also includes a sample model agreement, which integrates all the recommended 
points. Although this is not a real model (i.e. it has not been used by anyone yet), the 
objective is to show readers a way of wording the suggestions proposed in the guide.  

The Advocacy Pack has been created based on the awareness that although HEAs have 
been proven to offer valuable solutions to some of the current societal challenges, while 
addressing the real needs of industry and preserving the academic requirements of higher 
education institutions, more is needed to make this reality known and make all concerned 
stakeholders aware of the benefit and usefulness of HEA schemes. Apprentices, enterprises, 
universities and policy makers can use the pack to promote and give visibility to any HEA 
available in their communities or / and in Europe.  

The Advocacy Pack includes: 

 Flash-cards highlighting the benefits of these programmes, with comments from
real users:

- Addressed to potential apprentices
- Addressed to mentors
- Addressed to HEIs
- Addressed to enterprises
- Addressed to policy makers

 Set of Policy Recommendations
 Guidelines to develop an Agreement Model
 Generic training course for mentors

All ApprEnt tools and outputs can be found and downloaded for free on the project website: 
https://apprent.eucen.eu  
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