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Apprenticeships vs Degree’s 
A Change Recruitment Services Think Piece

On average there are around 3 million students in higher education per year across the UK (according to a report by https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/), and with undergraduate programmes typically running for three years that equates to close to a million former students each summer entering the world of work with a degree bolstering their employment chances. But with the bar for entry into university being so high, there’s been an increasing prominence placed on alternate qualifications that can provide equivalent employment outcomes such as apprenticeships. Even for adults who’ve already been through higher education, the prospect of an apprenticeship remains enticing due to its ability to teach skills for the workplace that university may not have adequately prepared them for. This article will unpack five of the standout draws that apprenticeships have to offer, whether you’re an adult who’s not had access to higher education or looking to strengthen your credentials directly after your graduation.

Apprenticeships Function as Both a Qualification and A Job
An apprenticeship serves as a form of employment which also includes classroom based learning; 20% of the overall time will be spent working towards a qualification that equates to anywhere between a GCSE or Bachelor/Master’s degree depending on the level. Not only does this help to build or strengthen skills key to the university model  that the apprentice may not already possess such as essay writing and working towards deadlines, but it also can involve preparation for the practical on-the-job side such as making workplace visits and shadowing. The employment provided by the apprenticeship meanwhile is a paid position equivalent to National Minimum Wage which also includes holiday pay, allowing it to serve as a stable form of income for the short term.

They Provide Strong Networking Opportunities
In transitioning from the University environment to the world of work, having notable connections in your field of choice can certainly aid in getting your name out to prospective employers. However, obtaining them in the first place during your degree is entirely a matter of who the lecturers and others around you have affiliations with and cultivating the relationships needed over the educational journey for those connections to be earned. With apprenticeships being workplace oriented, your employer will naturally be able to introduce you to colleagues over the course of the position that will put you in good stead for once it has ended, on top of being able to form relationships with those working alongside you and having access to specialised events for meeting other apprentices.

Offers Upfront, Hands-On Experience
Much like building connections, in a university environment getting to have first hand experience in the field you wish to go into entirely depends on the degree and the modules available to you, as well as whether the course offers the option to take a year out of studying to go on a placement. While not every career can be accessed through an apprenticeship, fields such as construction and engineering, commercial enterprise and HR offer ample opportunities for practical skills development which comes directly from professionals in such lines of work. By the time the apprenticeship concludes, you will be in good stead to offer the skills you’ve learnt to other businesses, especially if their application is particular about needing prior experience.

Student Debt Isn’t A Factor
With tuition fees for an undergraduate degree now costing nearly £10,000 per year, and interest accruing from day one, graduates are arriving into the world of work being expected to pay back a minimum of £30,000 even without factoring in any maintenance loans taken. As such, apprenticeships now have the benefit of their training costs being covered entirely by the employer and the government with no burden of student debt. This does also mean apprentices have no access to bursaries or finances that support their day to day lives due to their income being from the work itself, but they are eligible for National Union of Students cards so they can make use of store discounts and other perks.

The Apprenticeship Entry Point Doesn’t Exclusively Favour High Grades
For as much as emphasis is put on higher education as a pathway into the world of work, it primarily serves as an accentuation for those already performing well at a college level, who are naturally capable of achieving the required grades. Additionally the rigidity of exam and assignment based assessment models are not suited to all types of learners. While specific apprenticeships may require a GCSE in English or Maths (with some allowing it to be attained through classroom teaching), the base level criteria is as simple as being aged 16 or over, living in England and not already being in full time education. With over 735,000 young people in the UK aged between 16-24 unemployed as of April 2026 (https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn05871/), the comparative accessibility of apprenticeships creates a much wider range of entry points for employment regardless of prior achievements or social standing. Likewise, the short-term security they provide through the employment and salary that come as part of them makes them an equally viable option for those a few years removed from their degree but still without a job. 

These advantages don’t necessarily position apprenticeships as being superior to a degree as an employee pathway, but rather an alternate entry point into the job market which needs to cater for the increasing demand for work across multiple generations.
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