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FOREWORD

Mark Dawe

CEO, AELP

From the early days of the current apprenticeship reform process, 

it was very clear that the role of off-the-job training within 

delivery was going to be a key component. Nobody seriously 

questions the view that periods of theoretical study and reflection 

are necessary in order to provide the solid backbone of an 

apprenticeship, one that gives a significant learning experience 

to the apprentice and from that the economic benefit that their 

employer seeks.

However, since that time the discussion has become mired in technicalities on one side of the 

training equation – how is “off-the-job training” to be defined, and moreover (in the view of the ESFA 

at least) how do you measure it? Their “solution” is to specify that at least 20% of the contracted 

working hours of an apprenticeship must be spent on off-the-job training, but this infers that the on-

the-job element, despite being the bigger proportion of learning under these rules, is dispensable 

because in theory at least, no minimum time is required of it.
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This led us to turn the question on its head – what is the role of “on-the-job training” within 

apprenticeships? We wanted to explore some of the literature on the subject but more importantly, 

ask some of the top practitioners in this field how it actually works in practice. Through this, we felt 

that we could begin to formulate a much more evidence-based approach to the need for on- and 

off-the-job components within apprenticeships; either we would find that the 20% rule had merit, 

or (as we suspected) it would merely prove to be a device to ensure policy compliance rather than 

enhance learning and outcomes.

And so it has proved.  To gain the knowledge, skills and behaviours required in each standard, the 

on-the-job training is as important, if not more so, than off-the-job. In fact, the blend of the two 

is the most important factor. The appropriate proportions will vary by sector, standard, level and 

setting and there should be flexibility in approach. This is something that Ofsted has said from day 

one and is further supported by this research. 

We have put forward five recommendations that we believe will ensure that the quality of the 

apprenticeship experience remains high, that its value is enhanced, and that gives everyone a much 

simpler idea of what is involved. Key to this is our suggested metric of “apprenticeship development 

time” which would roll together and blend the off- and on-the-job elements, eliminating the need 

for specific definitions of either when it is clear from our report that both only work through 

their interaction rather than the fact that they exist in isolation. Any changes to the system of 

apprenticeships must only ever be done with the aim of enhancing the quality of the output, not 

merely to reinforce an overall direction of policy in ways that ultimately have little or nothing to add 

to this objective.

I would very much like to thank City & Guilds for their valuable support in putting this report together. 

I believe it will make an important contribution to discussions about the shape and content of 

apprenticeships going forward, helping to ensure that not only do they continue to play a valuable 

role in the learning and economic life of the country, but they can constantly reflect the specific 

needs of the many industrial sectors that they serve.
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Patrick Craven

Executive Director – Strategic 

Partnerships, Policy and Contracts,  

City & Guilds

This report shines a timely and valuable light on the emerging 

features of quality Apprenticeship programmes and also what 

makes their contribution to education and training uniquely 

different from other methods.  It is right that careful attention 

should be given to the monitoring and prevention of poor 

provision and that is something that all involved in the process 

support.  This does not mean however that we should ignore 

the unintended consequences of simplistic measures that aim 

to ensure compliance and regulation rather than developing the 

quality experience and outcomes that apprenticeships offer.

We would like to thank the team at AELP and the research study groups for taking the time to 

produce an insightful and reflective piece that attempts to build best practice out of evidence.  We 

should also stress that this is not a criticism of a system that requires dismantling or demolition, a 

reaction that we have seen far too often in the history of the UK’s technical and vocational education

system. Instead this is an informed critique from communities that wish to improve and refine our 

apprenticeship programmes to make them the best they can be, and perhaps the envy of the many 

countries that we are so often compared to.
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Apprenticeship reform in the UK could be the most significant intervention we have seen in recent 

times to ensure we have the right routes for young people looking to plot their way into employment 

and also to address the significant reskilling and upskilling challenges that all businesses will face 

over the coming decades.  As we highlight in this report apprenticeships offer a unique blend of on 

and off-the-job learning and development and it is the correct fusion of these elements that leads 

to sustained performance improvements for employees and employers.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction 

Understanding the potential contribution of time spent 

undertaking on- and off-the-job training to meet identified 

learning needs, their relative advantages and the inter-relationship 

between sector skills and development opportunities is particularly 

pertinent today due to recent developments in apprenticeships 

in England – the government’s flagship skills training programme 

undertaken by over 800,000 employees. 

Apprenticeships policy mandates both a minimum period of participation (12 months), and for at 

least 20% of the duration of every programme to comprise engagement in off-the-job learning, 

regardless of industry or the specification or ‘standard’ that an apprentice is following for their job 

role. 

This report draws together existing literature with new evidence from fifteen interviews with 

apprenticeship experts to present a contemporary analysis of trends, thinking and practice in off- 

and on- the job learning and training. It focuses in particular on on-the-job, as this is relatively less 

well-understood, is under-researched and yet comprises up to 80% of time spent on apprenticeships. 

AELP is grateful to City and Guilds Group and all research participants for making this timely and 

important study possible.
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Findings and recommendations 

The report finds that: 

 » the quality of on-the-job training and learning support is paramount to success 
but has received little attention post-2017 reforms. On-the-job experience and 
training are felt to be at least as important, if not more so than off-the-job as 
this is where the rounded skills, knowledge and behaviours for the application 
of skills in the real world are fully developed.

 » the design of apprenticeship delivery must concentrate on what works in terms 
of output impact, as opposed to adherence to design norms based on previous 
iterations of pedagogy. 

 » for on-the-job learning to maximise its potential within apprenticeships it is clear 
that a blended approach with off-the-job elements is vital, and that a standard 
approach to how this can be achieved must be formulated that can be adopted 
by all parties supporting the apprenticeship.

 » feedback is widely felt to be strongly connected if not almost synonymous with 
on-the-job training by employers. It appears to be the active ingredient that 
turns knowledge into applied skills. 

The report makes five major recommendations:

1. It is the combination of on- and off-the job training elements that contribute 
to the success of an apprenticeship, not the absolute amount or proportion 
of either, and it is this that  should be the priority in apprenticeship design.  
Off-the-job is perhaps too simplistic a measure of learning hours to cope with 
the needs of work-based development in the 21st century. We recommend 
“Apprenticeship development time” as a more useful metric to use within such 
programmes than ambiguous and relatively arbitrary definitions of “off”-“ and 
“on-“ the job that do not ultimately help to reinforce the actual experience  
of learning.

2. On-the-job training and learning are extremely significant but under-recognised. 
AELP, City and Guilds Group and sector partners should take every opportunity 
to disseminate and/or help further develop its benefits and advantages.

3. The balance between the on- and off-the job training and learning varies 
considerably between sectors and levels of study, and this should be more 
widely investigated and embraced. The “one size fits all” approach of 20% of 
contracted working hours in all sectors at all levels is unhelpful and should be 
reviewed as soon as possible.   
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4. Major coordinated efforts are required to support employers who are willing to 
be involved and understand potential benefits to their business but do not have 
the work-based learning expertise to deliver successful on-the-job learning. This 
will be easier to achieve without artificial delineations between on- and off-the-
job learning, particularly where these give rise to predefined roles for employers 
and learning providers.

5. If a delineation between on- and off-the-job learning remains within 
apprenticeship delivery regulations, then the rules on what each comprises 
should therefore be reviewed to consider relaxing the restrictions on out of core 
hours study being ineligible as off-the-job training. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

Since apprenticeships were reformed in 2017, there has been 

considerable focus on the amount, use and quality of off-the-job 

training for government-funded apprenticeships in England, set at 

20% of working hours. However, work-based learning programmes 

such as apprenticeships are by definition largely spent on-the-job, 

and it is the overall experience – on- plus off-the-job – that forms 

the entirety of an apprenticeship.   On reflection the requirement 

for 20% off the job learning is somewhat arbitrary and was partly in 

reaction to historical concerns that apprenticeship learners were 

not always being given sufficient training and tuition to support 

‘new’ learning. It is also because it seemed a relatively simple 

measure of time spent away from the workplace activity.  This 

of itself is though no guarantee that the learning would be any 

better quality than that given on the job through support of expert 

mentors.

The starting point for this exploratory research was that little evidence is as yet in the public domain 

about how employers now work with their apprentice employees to identify and actively support their 

learning and development in the 80% of time spent ‘on-the-job’. This is because the apprenticeship 

reforms are still relatively new and time spent on-the-job is largely unregulated, unmeasured 

and unrecorded.  Yet, individual training providers, End Point Assessment Organisations (EPAOs) 

and others increasingly highlight the importance and productive practice of ever-closer working 

relationships with employers.  
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The main body of this report starts with findings from a short review of published evidence on the 

distinctive contributions and interrelationships between on and off the job training and learning. It 

finds that the quality of on-the-job training and learning support is paramount to success but has 

received little attention post-2017 reforms. The same could be argued of off the job training but 

there are more obvious mechanisms in place to monitor that type of provision.

The report goes on to present insights from 15 interviews with senior representatives from 

providers, employers and end point assessment organisations who are managing and delivering 

apprenticeships. These in-depth telephone interviews identified current and emerging practical 

approaches to managing and delivering on-the-job training and learning, underpinned by knowledge 

of how on- and off-the-job inter-relate. Lessons learned are brought together in recommendations in 

the final section of this report, to help readers better understand the significant on-the-job element 

of apprenticeships and to share examples of good practice. 
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2. ABOUT THE RESEARCH 

The research was designed to identify, explore and explain up-

to-date and newly emerging practices in supporting apprentices 

to learn and develop in their time on-the-job. The broad aim is to 

contribute to debate on defining and measuring training today. 

More specifically, the research sought to find out:

1. What definitions of training are used, how are these related to on- and off- the 
job, and how are these said/known to meet identified learning needs? 

2. What are the respective contributions of on- and off-the-job training to meeting 
identified learning needs/achieving competences? For what is on-the-job 
relatively more important/vital/significant than off the job? 

3. What criteria could be useful in differentiating between (high quality) on the job 
training and learning from ‘just doing the job’? 

4. At a high level, what roles can providers and employers play in linking on the job 
training with the wider development of learner behaviours in the workplace? 

5. What are the key outstanding challenges and therefore further research and 
development work needed in order to shift thinking and best practice? 

6. The project was undertaken by AELP Research during Autumn 2019 and was 
sponsored by City and Guilds Group. Evidence was collected in two ways: 

 » A short literature review about the value of work-based learning and 
on- and off- the job elements of apprenticeships. 

 » Fifteen telephone interviews with providers, employers and 
stakeholders, using a semi-structured questionnaire and lasting 
approximately 45 minutes each. As most of these respondents took 
the opportunity to remain anonymous, quotes are unattributed. 
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3. ON-AND OFF-THE-JOB TRAINING 
AND LEARNING – A BRIEF REVIEW

Introduction 

This chapter summarises findings from existing evidence and 

published thinking about on- and off- the job training and learning 

in England. Sources include independent research agencies, 

employer bodies, government and academics. 

Historically, on-the-job training has been synonymous with practical and technical skills development 

and off-the-job has usually been equated to academic education, defined as the acquisition of a 

wider body of knowledge and theory. This has made it easy to play the value of these off against 

each other, even arguing their relative merits in a zero-sum fashion. 

However, the brief analysis below of the development of training over time indicates that whilst each 

pedagogy has strengths and weaknesses in its own right, it is most often the interaction between the 

two that produces the best result for learning rather than the absolute amount of either. Further, 

an historical analysis helps explain the amount and value of different amounts of time spent doing 

on- and off-the-job learning varies across industries.  

 

This might further suggest that an overly-simplistic rule applying to all apprenticeship levels and 

sectors is not of itself the most suitable way to ensure high quality learning and development is 

taking place.

We do not at this stage seek to explore the practical implications of the rule – for example, where 

certain professions or employers may struggle to support certain types and definitions of off the job 

learning but could more readily accommodate a variant of the model where on the job supported 

learning is a better fit for occupation or type of company.  It is however, increasingly apparent that 

such flexibility with suitable measures would be useful to increase engagement with apprenticeships 

for all employers and sectors.
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What is ‘training’ and how does on- and off-the-job 
activity relate to it? 

Training teaches how to perform a specific task or role, whereas education is more usually seen as 

a form of instruction in, or acquisition of, the general underpinning knowledge content of society 

(Sleight, 1993). By ‘training’ we mean teaching or developing in oneself any skills, knowledge and 

behaviours that relate to competencies useful in a job role. Apprenticeship training has the specific 

goals of improving capabilities and performance and therefore the capacity and productivity of 

individuals, businesses and the wider economy. 

Crucially to this piece of research, training can be delivered in a variety of forms, almost all of which 

are or can be broadly categorised under the headings of “on-the-job” or “off-the-job”.   It is worth 

noting that the location of learning does not feature within these definitions despite being often 

seen as a way of denoting the difference between them.

From on-the-job to blending on- and off- the job: a 
brief history of training 

As societies have developed, so the breadth of learning required in both education and training has 

increased, and the means of delivery of such learning has also evolved. 

Direct instruction – the most basic form of on-the-job training, where someone who knows how to 

do a task shows another how to do it – was used in antiquity because it did not necessarily require 

learners to be able to read or write. The volume of production was fairly low (meaning that large 

numbers were not necessarily needed to be trained) and the tools required relatively simple. 

As tools became ever more complex and the required skills to use them became more specialised, so 

the Middle Ages saw the rise to prominence of apprenticeships whereby children were apprenticed 

to craftsmen who had the specialised skills and tools for a particular trade. The transition from 

novice to skilled craftsperson (master) also typically associated with completion of a holistic 

set of activities, or production of a ‘masterpiece’. The principles of modern apprenticeships still 

derive from this time: an apprenticeship spells out what work is to be done, how training is to be 

accomplished, how long it will last and under what conditions it is to be carried out (Patterson, 1942).  

The concept of the ‘masterpiece’ is not unlike aspects of the end point assessment, now a feature of  

reformed apprenticeships.

Whilst on-the-job training has since been through a variety of phases, models and types, off-the-job 
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training increased with the Industrial Revolution as factory owners began to require more trained 

people in less time than could be achieved through traditional apprenticeships. Various types of 

factory schools began to be established, including “vestibule training” where a classroom or training 

room was located as close as conditions would permit to the department for which the workers 

were being trained, furnished with the same machines as used in production. Although this early 

form of off-the-job training had the advantages of lessening the perceived “gap” (both physically 

and in terms of learning and application) between the classroom and workplace, it was expensive to 

duplicate production lines without necessarily impacting overall production (Sleight, 1993).

The two world wars instigated more systematic training approaches, often presented in book or 

brief lecture format, with a delimited task broken down into linear steps to be followed in sequence 

as soon as staff returned to their workstations. This approach had the advantage of often reducing 

the overall aptitude needed to do a job, thus increasing the competent workforce at a time when 

manpower was in short supply. (Indeed, this model still forms the basis of much computer-based 

training in the present day.) Once handbooks had been written and equipment sourced, the ongoing 

resource requirement was considerably reduced, and the perceived economic value of integrating 

some off-the-job element to learning was carried through into peacetime. 

In the post-war period, multiple influences came together to determine the overall balance of on- 

and off-the-job training. The idea that vocational training should contain at least some element of 

more general education that could or should be delivered in an off-the-job format was proposed 

by the Ministry of Education in 1957 (MoE, 1957). This required all apprentices to spend one hour 

of their day-release in college on ‘General or liberal studies’ in order to develop ‘habits of reflection, 

independent study and free inquiry’, though it should be noted that this time was not of itself aimed 

at developing the skills required for the job.

Meanwhile, post-war governments also wanted to balance social and educational goals with 

economic ones and so supported a deregulated flexible labour market in part by encouraging 

employers to get involved in setting apprenticeship content to suit their own needs, but they found 

employers largely unwilling or unable to do so. This has often been interpreted as employers 

being somehow unenlightened and ‘not seeing the need’ for vocational education and training and 

disregarding wider economic impacts and benefits. Fuller and Unwin (2011) argue that this was an 

early representation of the UK government struggling with what they call “a mighty conundrum” 

resulting in a situation where “none of (its) goals are adequately satisfied.”

Because employers were not willing or able to ‘step-up’, the Industrial Training Act of 1964 therefore 

signalled a decision by the state to become far more involved in the organisation and funding of 

vocational education and training (Fuller and Unwin, 2011: 30). However, in the following decades, 

the aims of the secondary modern and polytechnic systems to provide technical education to 

young people centred on employer needs also appeared to be faltering in the face of an upsurge 
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in learner-centred ‘progressive teaching’ methods. (Warner and Gladding, 2019). Further, from the 

1970s onwards, the nature of work was beginning to transform at a greater pace, demanding lateral 

problem-solving and critical thinking skills rather than adherence to an established norm or static 

set of skills, which over time developed into criticisms that apprenticeships lacked relevance to the 

real world of work.

The government became increasingly concerned that employers were for whatever reason unwilling 

or unable to offer sufficient apprenticeship (workforce development) opportunities, whilst classroom-

based programmes alone were producing new entrants to the labour market without relevant skills. 

It therefore embarked upon a process of reform (“incorporation”) in the 1990s that gave a level of 

autonomy to Colleges from local authority control designed to help increase responsiveness to local 

economic and labour market needs. 

Linked to incorporation was the introduction of significant public funding for apprenticeships by 

the state, and a corresponding steady growth in both uptake and the regulation of quality. It can be 

argued that the increasing levels of government subsidy towards such training may have at least 

played a part – if not the major part – in the growth and popularity of apprenticeships since that time. 

Arguably, it also marks the point in time when work-based training (as opposed to classroom-based 

technical training) began to be very deliberately incorporated as an integral part of  government 

policy. 

By the time of the government-commissioned, influential Richard Review of Apprenticeships 

(2012), it was being reported that work-based training in practical competencies was becoming 

predominant, to the detriment of off-the-job educative learning (Richard, 2012: 18). This contributed 

to a perceived deterioration in the value and efficacy of apprenticeships generally, a view supported 

by publications highlighting poor practice with a significant minority of apprentices reporting having 

received no training at all. (BIS, 2012:16). It is still not entirely clear whether little or no training was 

taking place or simply that the learners were not fully aware of the formal identification of such 

learning activity.  Suffice to say that the perception was that insufficient attention was being given 

to personal development and students were simply completing a duration of in work duties until 

completion of the programme.  It was also clear that in too many cases the employer did not see 

the engagement as a clear progression into full-time employment even if the apprentice passed all 

the necessary criteria to be taken on, suggesting that the reality of apprenticeships was no longer 

serving its perceived purpose of producing a competent workforce.
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Requirements and relationships since the  
2017 apprenticeships reforms 

In the run-up to the major apprenticeship reforms in England in 2017, several key factors dominated 

the debate and shaped the structure, content and delivery of this reform programme. 

First, the advent of the information revolution and the rise of the knowledge society meant that 

skills became more in demand for an ever-greater range of occupations and roles, many of which 

would become as fast moving and evolutionary as the sectors they served. Second, Government 

and employers began to perceive apprenticeships as potentially having a real overall tangible 

and transferable value - not just within one particular firm where the training was done. These 

arguments translated into calls for apprenticeships content to deliver broad and transferable 

skills with successful apprentices qualified to do the job well in a range of situations and across 

different companies within a sector. In this way, the Richard Review (2012) argued, the value of an 

apprenticeship  lay in a blend of two things – training and education. It says: 

“ An apprenticeship is a form of education that is based in the 

workplace. Apprentices acquire skills, knowledge and understanding 

through on and off the job learning, and develop their skills as they do 

their job, by testing and applying theoretical knowledge and methods 

directly to the practical world of work. It is this interaction between 

work and education that defines what an apprenticeship is at its core.” 

(Richard, 2012)

The above highlights that an important relationship exists between on- and off-the-job elements, 

with the interaction between them being critical to success. Such blending of on- and off-the-job 

activities gives time for reflection and learning, and a chance to apply it in contextualised working 

situations designed to reinforce and extend it (see for example, Field 2018).

There are a number of definitions of what constitutes off- and on-the-job in the literature but it has 

been difficult to find any that can be treated as definitive. For example, Field (2018) identifies three 

types of off-the-job training (“general education”, “theoretical vocational education and training”, 

and “practical training outside of productive work”) but does not give a definition of “on-the-job” 

beyond, presumably, anything that is not included in the three ”off-the-job” definitions. The current 



19.On and Off  the Job Training Research

iteration of Apprenticeship funding guidance sets out what can be considered as appropriate for 

off-the-job training, but does not mandatorily rule much in or out, leaving it largely to the judgement 

of the provider to make the “right” choices. According to that document, off-the-job training is:

“ … training received by the apprentice, during the apprentice’s paid 

hours, for the purpose of achieving their apprenticeship … (and not) 

for the sole purpose of enabling the apprentice to perform the work 

for which they have been employed. … (It) must be directly relevant to 

the apprenticeship framework or standard, teaching new knowledge, 

skills and behaviours required to reach competence in the particular 

occupation.” (UK Government, 2019)

Additionally, the government’s current guidance for developing an apprenticeship standard (IfATE, 

2018) is explicit that each standard must contain the following:

“ An extended period of on and off the job training (at least twelve 

months duration with a minimum of 20% of the time in off the job 

training) which develops not only the knowledge and skills required but 

also the additional transferable skills which allow an apprentice to deal 

with new employers, situations, problems and equipment.”

A pertinent footnote to the above paragraph explains that the “additional transferable skills” referred 

to above are “often termed ‘metaskills’ (which) are the higher order skills which allow other skills to 

be used and developed. Apprenticeships are a particularly good way to develop these very important 

skills because of the combination of off-the-job training with doing, and technical with non-technical 

skills.” (Author’s emphasis) 

This all leaves hanging the scenario that an apprentice could, within all of the above rules, be taught 

something that merely serves to pass the end-point assessment of the apprenticeship rather than 

having a direct correlation to the work they are actually undertaking. The figure of 20% of time spent 

on an apprenticeship in off-the-job training appears intended to address the concerns around quality 
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of learner experience cited by regulators and research about a significant minority of apprentices 

apparently not receiving any training at all. The amount (20%) is indeed considered to be modest 

by civil servants looking to other nations’ apprenticeship models where 30% is common1. It should 

also be seen as having continuity with the long-standing ‘day release’ type model of apprenticeship 

delivery whereby one fifth of the working week is spent at an independent training provider or 

College premises.  As such, it has become a simple proxy measure to ensure the employer is 

supporting the development of their workforce as part of their core working hours.  

This does not of itself mean that development time is best spent on or off-the-job, nor demonstrate 

any direct relationship to the worth or quality of the apprenticeship overall.

There are only a very few occasions in the literature where a specified amount of training is 

explicitly cited as being required to ensure the efficacy of an apprenticeship. What the figures do 

not do however is demonstrate any direct relationship to the worth or quality of the apprenticeship 

overall. There is certainly a strong consensus for at least some educative learning time within 

apprenticeships, but many call for flexibility in policy and practice as regards the precise amount 

of off-the-job learning required so that different workplaces/industries can find the most effective 

balance for them. For example, Richard (2012) found that “there should be no unnecessary process 

and prescription for how an apprentice reaches the desired outcome” (p.82) and “this could mean 

flexibility in terms of … the balance of on-the-job and off-the-job training” (p.88). Interestingly, he 

also recommended some off-site learning should be mandatory (though not off-site training) and he 

did not specify exactly how much of either there should be. It was only later, in the Sainsbury Review 

(HM Government 2016), that a requirement for 20% of time on an apprenticeship to be given over 

to off-the-job training was introduced.   There was still however no real precision on how this should 

be evidenced and so naturally many providers and employers defaulted to simple tried and tested 

methods such as day release.

Research literature tends to agree with the blending of on- and off-the-job approaches generally 

and has identified some specific areas where on-the-job learning is particularly beneficial. Van 

der Klink and Streumer (1997) for example found a modest but significant progress in trainees’ 

behaviour following on-the-job training, particularly identifying managerial support and workload 

during training as important factors for progress. 

1) Albeit that many of these systems are not directly comparable in that they expressly include general 
academic education as part of their apprenticeship systems, whereas in England this is not the case. 
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Fuller and Unwin (2003) cite research by Lave that 

“ …indicates that young people’s motivation to learn is triggered when 

a relationship is established between what they learn, its application and 

the development of adult identities. This is likely to occur most fruitfully 

when the individual is participating first peripherally, but gradually more 

fully, in their chosen occupational field.”

More recent studies by Mehrdad and Shahnavaz (2009) stand out as rare examples focused on work-

based learning; they found that on-the-job training leads to more creativity, achieving organizational 

objectives and improving work quality compared to when skills are taught off-the-job and attempts 

made to transfer them to the workplace, which often fall down because they are learned outside of 

the ‘real world’ context.   The models cited here also seem to point towards the critical role of the 

workplace mentor that hark back to the traditional concept of apprenticeships and what it means to 

be ‘tutored’ in the ways of your profession.

Conclusions 

On-the-job training can be particularly effective for developing certain skills and behaviours, whilst 

off-the-job gives a uniquely valuable space for learning underpinning theory and knowledge that 

can be applied in the short term and used throughout careers. But their real value derives from the 

nature and quality of the interaction between them, which is what the next chapter explores.

We found no research evidence specifying or rationalising that an exact amount of time should 

be spent engaged in on- or off-the-job training and learning, and therefore no strong evidence 

of a “magic formula” required to achieve apprenticeship success. Rather, the stipulated policy 

requirement for 20% of the duration of an apprenticeship to be on an off-the-job basis appears to 

be a regulatory device aimed at eliminating instances of poor practice where no or very minimal 

time is spent away from productive work tasks to address gaps in learning: as such, it has no basis 

in evidenced effective pedagogy.
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4. ON- AND OFF-THE-JOB TRAINING: 
THEIR VALUE AND RELATIONSHIP

Introduction 

We now turn to discuss apprenticeship professionals’ views and 

experiences today in England. Here, we investigate in more detail 

the distinctive and combined value of on- and off-the-job training 

and learning. We also identify how apprenticeship management 

and delivery practices are changing since the reforms in 2017 and 

further key developments needed for the future. 

This chapter analyses evidence from interviews with fifteen apprenticeships experts, leading 

managers in: 

 » three large multi-industry Independent Training Providers (ITPs), 

 » four ITPs specialising in particular industrial sectors 

 » one multi-industry General FE College

 » three employers and one employer representative of various sizes

 » three End-Point Assessment Organisations (EPAOs). 
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Apprenticeship training and its relationship to learning 

In the preceding chapter, we noted that training teaches how to perform a specific task or role. It 

teaches a set programme of skills that an individual needs to learn, practice and demonstrate to an 

agreed level of satisfaction in a variety of circumstances. In apprenticeships in England, this period 

is known as time spent on-programme, to distinguish it from what is now the formal, separately 

administered period of assessment (“end-point assessment”). 

Government-funded training such as apprenticeships comes with a set of rules and regulations to 

help ensure compliance with legislation, policy, to enhance quality and assure financial due diligence, 

which define what is considered to constitute training for its purposes. The on-programme period 

is thus split by government, with 20% of the duration of apprenticeships (measured in contracted 

working hours) having to be spent on off-the-job training (i.e. not on immediate and productive 

work tasks, though in any physical location)2. On-the-job training is not specifically defined in 

these regulations, but it is reasonable to infer that any time not spent on off-the-job training can be 

considered to be so, providing it takes place within contracted working hours. Apprenticeships policy 

mandates both a minimum period of participation, and for at least 20% of this time to comprise 

engagement in off-the-job learning, regardless of industry or the specification or ‘standard’ that an 

apprentice is following for their job role.

Inherent to the general definition of training as understood by respondents is the outcome of being 

competent to do both specified tasks and a wider role. Interviewees were also clear that training of 

high quality must necessarily incorporate at least some on- and some off-the-job elements. 

The goal of on-the-job training was clear from respondents’ answers, and this strongly informs if not 

determines the methods of delivery. Respondents said that the ambition of on-the-job training is to 

introduce the learner/employee into what some called ‘business and industry standards’ and others 

termed a ‘community of practice’ of colleagues. This includes technical skills and accepted ways 

of working or behaviours, always performed within the context of busy workplaces. For example, 

training off-the-job for a hairdressing apprentice covers the technical skill and underpinning 

knowledge of how to put on colour and to do so within a certain amount of time – but doing the 

same colouring process on-the-job also involves apprentices often having to do this to the same 

level of skill whilst simultaneously having to juggle other (sometimes unpredictable) factors such as 

dealing with customer demands, unfamiliar equipment and team-working practices, and so on.  To 

respondents, on-the-job training means being inducted into a common practice in that industry of 

applying the skills that they have learnt both on- and off- the job.

2) Note that several interviewees emphasised that, especially at higher levels, apprentices routinely 
study and complete project work out-of-working hours; it simply wouldn’t be possible to get through 
the volume of reading required otherwise. In addition, other interviewees said that finding enough 
employers who accept the 20% rule was problematic in low profit-margin industries because 
employers cannot afford replacement staff to cover apprentices for time spent off-the-job. 
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This experience does not start from a blank sheet but uses and develops prior knowledge and 

conceptions of the role. As one respondent put it: “On-the-job training is the crucially important 

opportunity to experience a process whereby apprentices put into practice the knowledge and theory 

gained off the job.” The employer enables the employee (i.e. apprentice) by deliberately creating 

opportunities for them to practice, with increasing independent responsibility. For new entrants to 

the labour market in particular the 80% of time spent on-the-job was seen by respondents as ‘active 

learning’ that is done after having listened to, watched, studied, experienced things both off the job 

and in time spent previously on-the-job. 

It follows from the end goal described above that the approach or process that on-the-job training 

enables is the on-going practical experience of putting learning into practice, and developing it 

further, in a variety of real-world scenarios. An important element of this process is the degree to 

which the skilled mentor manages the emergence of independent responsibility whilst this on-the-

job training takes please.  This usually takes the form of periods of high supervision to more limited 

checks and review as the learner grows in confidence and competence - this is the crucial blend of 

off and on-the-job learning in practice.

If the learners are new entrants to the labour market, the apprentice is supported through 

conversations with employers (and trainers while off-the-job) to realise that this is real work and 

so there are real risks and consequences involved. These risks and consequences are not fully 

experienced in ‘safe’ off-the-job training environments – such learning just cannot be properly 

appreciated off-the-job.   

 

The giving and gaining of feedback in this respect greatly boosts the value of practical experience and 

of being inducted into business culture and standards while on-the-job. In good practice examples 

cited by respondents, feedback always included direct work colleagues giving praise for positive 

reinforcement and suggesting what the apprentice could improve on next, as well as identifying 

skills gaps/learning needs to bring the candidate up to business/industry standard practice. 

In practice however, not all employers are equally equipped to facilitate and enable on-the-job 

learning. In what some respondents termed ‘lowest common denominator’ or poor practice, the 

value of off-the-job learning is to ensure at least some skills are developed and learning done, even 

if these are not then always applied in the workplace setting. The real value of off-the-job learning, 

however, is rooted in the skill level that can be demonstrated and transferred to any particular 

site of employment. Off-the-job training simply to perform a particular task to a particular level is 

incomplete in terms of an apprenticeship if that task cannot be applied within the workplace setting 

available to the learner.  It is noted that not all apprentices will have the employment opportunity to 

do this but it should be retained as an ambition and objective wherever possible.
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Crucially, this means that identifying and supplying skilling-up opportunities at work is necessary 

if sustained and embedded development progress is to be made. This is regarded by respondents 

as a key part of the management of effective work-based training; that is, training that meets 

identified learning needs for the individual and business. As an employer representative interviewee 

said: “It’s about giving access, communication and areas of work that enable the apprentice to have 

opportunity to learn the relevant skills.”

Good though not extremely common practice is to extend this access to experiencing the wider 

business, different departments or sites, which accords with the wider aim of apprenticeships to 

induct people into industry-wide career-long practice. According to several interviewees, spending 

productive time in different divisions or on different sites enhances on-the-job learning of how the 

whole business works together as a whole and often leads to the gaining of more advanced skills, 

such as scheduling others and understanding external factors affecting management decisions. 

It is also a good way for candidates who are ready to potentially go ‘above and beyond’ and so be 

awarded a distinction in their apprenticeship. 

What is “high quality”?

Fundamental to contributions of respondents on both on- and off-the-job training was the need 

for all involved – practitioners, policy-makers and employers – to understand how learning can be 

high quality in the workplace.3 To respondents in this research, the key question is more generally, 

‘what is high quality work-based training and learning?’, their thinking being that the right blend 

of off- and on-the-job delivery should stem from that, tailored to and by different employers. The 

interviewees also shared many examples of good practice in terms of working with training provider 

organisations and exploring different models of learning delivery.  Perhaps also crucial to policy 

debate are concerns around the ability to deliver such quality in a consistent fashion that can be 

monitored with confidence.

Both EPAOs and providers said that they worked hard to clarify to employers and apprentices alike 

which activities are and are not allowed to count in the 20% and 80% under the rules and regulations 

in place. This is illustrated in the guides produced by City & Guilds (2019) and AELP (2018) amongst 

others, all of which are examples of sector leaders attempting to understand and interpret the rules 

on behalf of the sector as a whole, on the basis that the rules themselves are intrinsically unclear. 

For high quality provision by providers and employers, such as that discussed in these research 

interviews, the requirement for 20% of duration to be spent on off-the-job training represents 

an administrative exercise necessary for compliance in order to secure on-going funding.  

3) It is worth noting here a commonly-held view that work-based learning is generally under-researched 
and under-theorised.                                                                                                                                                             
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To our respondents, it lacked any relation to the securing or improvement of quality provision. This 

view is backed by Paul Joyce, Deputy Director of Further Education and Skills at Ofsted, who has said 

that:

“ from an inspection perspective, the 20% rule is NOT an Ofsted 

requirement, it is a funding requirement. As far as Ofsted inspectors are 

concerned, we are looking at quality and not quantity. So, we’re not 

particularly worried about the 20% rule. We will be looking to see what 

the quality of the apprenticeship is.” (FE News, 2019)

It was very clear from interviewees that in many industries it is hard to say what actually constitutes 

off-the-job and on-the-job. For example, observing an apprentice meeting a customer for the first 

time, making notes and giving feedback may, to an employer, be a single process which they would 

find meaninglessly bureaucratic if they had to split it out into on- and off-the-job elements. It is 

not for example clear whether the feedback element of the process should be judged to be off the 

job (because it is not directly productive) or on the job (because it will be expected to enhance the 

productive output of the meeting that has just taken place with the customer). Many providers and 

employers will have different views on this, making problematic any direct comparisons between 

two apprentices doing the same task in two environments. However, in some sectors such as 

financial and in higher levels apprenticeships, the distinction is much more straightforward, as  

discussed later. 

An artificial divide

This confusion about attempting to rigidly define and quantify on- and off-the-job training also leads 

to anomalies in who is best placed to deliver a quality learning experience. In another example cited 

by a respondent, an accountant may take on an apprentice who already holds the AAT qualification 

which covers part of the role, but the employer will show the apprentice how bookkeeping is done 

in their company. This used not to count towards the 20% off-the-job training but now it does, which 

makes the employer open to ESFA audit which many are not prepared to agree to - so this element 

is handed over to the provider as an off-the-job element. Yet it makes little sense for an independent 

trainer to train the apprentice in such employer-centric, specialist skills and knowledge. For external 

trainers to take over responsibility for tasks that employers in that industry have done for centuries 

makes little sense to employers in this research. As one EPAO interviewee put it, “it has forced a more 

artificial divide”.  
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He went on: 

“ It’s a really live debate with a lot of large employers at the moment 

– not only has the 20% rule made people categorise all internal training 

as official or not but they have to do so for funding (levy fundable or 

not) reasons. Some large employers with strong training teams in-

house are asking why shouldn’t they be paid for delivering some parts 

of apprenticeships while others are deciding the burden is too high so 

[say] ‘we’ll do less’. Employer behaviour and thinking is still … shifting 

around a lot.” 

Recent regulatory changes are to some extent undermining the value of the on-the-job element to 

apprenticeships by creating anxiety about what does and does not count. There is concern among 

the professionals interviewed that this artificial divide is chipping away at the more fundamental 

value of apprenticeships being about the seamless inter-relationship between on and off the job 

learning and the impact of this on real employment situations, a theme picked up later on in this 

chapter.  It may be helpful to the learner to concentrate on what learning is required (i.e. the gap 

in skills or knowledge) and then establish how that is best delivered to them in the most beneficial 

way to the employer in terms of timing and support.  The simple criticism often levelled at some 

sector/level combinations of apprenticeships is that not enough new development is required of 

the learner.  That would seem to suggest that learning content and breadth is more important than 

location when it comes to defining quality or sufficiency.

However, the situation is different for those respondents working in industries where training has to 

begin with the gaining of knowledge as the industry or law does not allow unqualified practitioners 

and so apprenticeship provision is largely classroom-based to start with. This is much more typical 

in higher-level apprenticeships involving managerial responsibilities and in finance, advanced 

engineering and digital than other apprenticeships.  This again highlights how a highly effective 

system should be more sensitive to the needs of the sector and levels involved as there are some 

valid differences.

Notably, providers, employers and EPAO representatives supporting higher level apprenticeships 

told us that additional study is routinely done outside of working hours, i.e. outside of the 20% 

plus 80%, in order to get through the required volume of reading and thinking. Further, it is totally 

accepted and expected by the relevant industries/roles that this would be the case. However, 

as already stated, apprenticeship policy excludes out of hours study as an eligible off-the-job 
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component towards the achievement of apprenticeships even though it is self-evident that any 

structured study, whenever and however it is carried out, must contribute something.  Such study 

methodology was commonplace in previous decades when adult continued education and learning 

was more prevalent – it is not clear why the such a successful model is now ignored for higher level/

older workforce apprenticeships.

How is high quality on-the-job training delivered in 
practice?  

Respondents were clear that, as in any work-based training programme, it’s vitally important to get 

employer buy-in at the very beginning. Various providers went on to say what this means in practice, 

which the quotes below exemplify:

“ We’d expect the employer to be involved in the learning journey, 

to model best practice, to show the job role, to meet the Coordinating 

Assessor, to help ensure a high-quality learning experience on the job 

and understand what happens off the job.” 

 “Show commitment! We’d like the employer to work with us on the 

apprentices’ development, take on board the [agreed] schedule ‘so this 

month can we focus on….? So we’d like you to do some work with the 

apprentice on… and you give us some feedback in a month’s time’. It’s a 

partnership arrangement in the true sense.”

Further, in order to achieve such employer buy-in, apprenticeships need to either:

 » make sense within workforce development and business plans (and on their 
balance sheet) and/or 

 » evoke a strong sense of a sustainable vocation that drives them to ‘give 

something back’ and help train the next generation. 
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For example, one employer developed their flagship hairdressing training salon in a prestige location 

where premium prices could be charged and unusual styles and colours are in demand: “They 

charge graduate prices. It generates real income. Every day there’s someone helping, supervising, 

growing competences – at a very high level.” By working in very close partnership, apprentices have 

access to excellent industry practice as an extension to their time spent in their usual local salons. 

Some providers taking part in this research emphasised that employers ‘do what they can do’ and 

wanted to leave ‘the hard-wiring’ of apprenticeships programme funding and administration to the 

providers. Many talked about conversations with employers in ways similar to one interviewee: “For 

sustainability we need to evidence the 20%, and you get on with supporting your learners to improve 

your business”. This position is particularly understandable in those industries, usually characterised 

by mass employment and low profit margin/wages, where the 80% of time on-the-job is where a lot 

of the practice to reach competence and informal learning takes place. 

The clear message from respondents was that without the on-the-job learning, apprenticeships 

wouldn’t be completed successfully, and if on-the-job were any less than 80% it would be difficult 

to recruit and retain sufficient employers to do apprenticeships in sectors such as health, social 

care and childcare. However, splitting the functions in this way – the provider concentrating on 

regulatory compliance and the employer looking at productivity – does undermine the idea that on- 

and off-the-job learning should be structured in such a way that they seamlessly blend and interact, 

which could then make the overall output potentially less optimal. 

In terms of apprenticeship delivery management, another strong finding from this research was that 

the value of on-the-job training and of the apprenticeship as a whole comes from work done by the 

provider, employer and apprentice to relate the standard to the job and to the context in which the 

apprentice is working. One aspect of this that EPAOs are working on with providers is to help make 

some of the first standards to be produced more adaptable for certain job roles and employment 

contexts.4 More generally, every interviewee emphasised the importance of mapping the standard 

to the role. This means that high value on-the-job training can be created from employers working 

in partnership with providers around the standards:

“ It’s about the employer understanding the standards and responding 

to that, knowing that the apprentice is an apprentice, i.e. learning while 

an employee. Some providers may say they’ll ‘look after everything, 

don’t worry about it’, but quality comes from provider and employer 

working in sync.”

4)  Employment contexts are diverse and include shift work, fluctuating weekly hours determined 
by project deadlines, remote or homeworking that is common in digital industries, legal 
requirements for qualifications before some aspects of roles can be practiced, etc.
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In other examples, in response to the reformed apprenticeships, different employers have newly 

developed company-wide training manuals which lay out, or in one case fully and seamlessly 

integrates, work required for the apprenticeship standard, circulated to all employees to show how 

staff including senior teams will support the learner.  In retail, a multi-branch store with its own 

existing learning content has now adapted and overlaid this with the appropriate standards most 

relevant to their business.  In an example from the financial sector, the training handbook indicates 

which elements are relevant to which standard. A digital apprenticeship provider has an online 

mapping tool for use across multiple micro- and small businesses. These examples are sometimes 

employer-led developments, sometimes provider-initiated.  They all point to successful employers 

being increasingly and actively engaged, and ever closer partnership working with providers serves 

to blur this distinction between on- and off-the-job even further. 

Training providers work with the employer to link the 20% and 80%. Respondents were very consistent 

in taking care to identify telling behaviours that need to be looked at early on in the programme that 

will help the learners to learn while with their employer. It is the provider’s responsibility to enable 

the learner to link on and off the job training in such a way that they do not pull in different directions. 

In practice, this means apprentices should have a scheme of work detailing the order in which things 

will be done, shared with the employer who can then facilitate practice in what they’ve learned off-

the-job (either in sequential order of logical skills development or across multiple projects/tasks, 

depending on the sector and role). This was found to be a key objective of relationship building; as 

employers get more and more on board, so they better understand the idea of the standards and 

that the time they need to put into it now is an investment in the future.

Sometimes, the timing of delivery of off-the-job knowledge and skills does not fit with the order 

of skills development done in a particular business, or there is not the opportunity for practice 

and further learning on that particular skill at work. More often, while there is an acknowledged 

progression from basic to more advanced skills, precise scheduling is not too time sensitive. 

Many employers routinely now have e-portfolio access with their providers meaning they can 

in theory log on and see what is being delivered off-the-job, and therefore have the opportunity 

to marry up workplace activities such as team meeting agendas. However, it was also reported 

that in reality most employers are not yet doing this. Nevertheless, the possibility of it is there, 

and its importance is increasingly being recognised - there does appear to be a move towards co-

scheduling in the delivery of standards by providers, the content of which is sometimes employer-

led and sometimes provider-led.  

Adding detail to the outline schedule of learning on- and off-the job, providers and employers talked 

about personalising opportunities for skills development, often determined partly by age and career 

stage of apprentices. 
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The role of feedback

While on-the-job learning happens for all through practice, on-the-job training needs to be 

proportionate and tailored to each apprentice, said the interviewees. A precise definition of on-the-

job training was difficult to agree on however - some respondents defined it as instruction in specific 

practical skills that are particular to an individual employer and are not covered by the standard so 

do not count towards the apprenticeship, but would still be required of the apprentice in order to be 

considered a competent and productive employee in the role in question. Others defined it in more 

specific terms as peer-to-peer and consultative approaches to learning at work, including coaching 

and mentoring. 

The different approaches can be illustrated and explained via the following two examples. One 

interviewee gave the example of an operational department manager doing an apprenticeship 

at level 4 or 5 who would be expected to be self-starting, and who would be set up with some 

coaching or mentoring. By contrast, a level 2 apprentice in a construction or automotive trade would 

require more practical tasks unique to their business to be demonstrated, modelled, practised and 

improvements suggested by a more fixed supervisor relationship. 

Feedback is however what many respondents felt to be strongly connected if not almost synonymous 

with on-the-job training by employers. One provider said:

“ On the job is high quality through the feedback on the job that 

you get, regardless of the method: … monitoring, reviewing, constant 

touchpoints focused on skills development…. For example, [the 

employer may say] ‘we’ve noticed this’, ‘you’ve done really well in this’, 

‘we may need to look at…’, ‘it could be a little more effective if….’ which 

all builds relationships further.” 
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With this in mind, feedback could therefore be classified as a form of guided learning for which 

its citing as being “on-“ or “off-“ the job is almost completely irrelevant. Respondents gave diverse 

examples of potentially excellent methods of on-the-job training by employers, all of which include 

feedback during or afterwards, and many if not all of which could be argued to be either on- or off-

the-job depending on who was being asked: 

 » observations done in real time or online by apprentices/trainers

 » the manager sits down with the apprentice and goes through what went well 
and what hit certain parts of the framework/standard – a weekly debrief on 
progress towards the standard in the context of their role

 » walkabouts, where colleagues including the apprentice identify what needs 
acting on, or to be improved 

 » peer on peer observations planned in advanced 

 » visiting multiple business sites to gain a wider range of experiences. 

The above points were seen as more formal ways of fostering a learning culture in the workplace 

and all have feedback at their core. Two respondents talked about “buddying up” two members of 

staff so they build the relationship needed for professional learning conversations at work, which 

is a good intermediate step between the more formal methods listed above and the ultimate goal 

of informal day-to-day conversations between colleagues covering learning at work for individuals, 

businesses and the economy. 

It was very noticeable from providers who were interviewed that they are changing the focus of 

regular employer feedback on the apprentice’s on-the-job learning that they capture for management 

information. They were moving away from general comments towards a more directed approach 

that aligns apprentice activity and progress with milestones towards the end point assessment. 

Employers are still asked for this at regular intervals (usually after tri-part review meetings – 

employer, apprentice and provider), often on a dedicated, secure online portal.   Such models also 

pre-suppose a high level of awareness with the standards on the part of the employer which may 

not always be present.

If feedback is therefore considered so central to the achievement of an apprenticeship, the question 

that is forced on providers by the rules is therefore to what extent - if at all - feedback can be 

considered to be on- or off-the-job. Clearly it is a vital part of the apprenticeship process but trying 

to define it as one or the other is in learning terms becomes an exercise in semantics because such 

definitions often have no meaning within the context of the learning experience itself. Feedback 

appears to be the active ingredient that turns knowledge into applied skills/competence and the key 

link between theoretical knowledge and application, but cannot easily be said to be either in its own 

right - yet current regulations almost demand that this delineation must happen. 
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How training translates to impact

It is practical skills and understanding that translate over time into holistic workplace practice that 

makes for a successful apprenticeship. An excellent example was given of apprenticeship training 

being “for the gaining of individuals skills required to be a butcher, and to walk away at the end of a 

successful apprenticeship as a butcher”. Reflecting the new Education Inspection Framework used 

by Ofsted since September 2019, providers and EPAOs interviewed were keen to emphasise how 

important on-the-job learning is. In work-based training, impact is about ‘learning that is genuinely 

embedded over time’, said one provider. She continued: 

“ In high quality on the job teaching/training/learning, we’d anticipate 

that the apprentice demonstrates that new knowledge is embedded 

by it being evident in their project work and in the regular employers’ 

reports on behaviours, achievements, improvements, etc.” 

Some respondents called for better clarity between on-the-job training and time spent doing the 

job. The most straightforward definition of on-the-job training was where the learning of something 

new is taking place, including the experience of putting something into practice under supervision. 

However, overall, respondents indicated that it is often hard for employers, apprentices and 

providers alike to distinguish doing the job from being trained on the job, because there are so 

many instances during the working day where staff make suggestions to one another, share issues 

and jointly agree solutions, and so on. This is especially (but not exclusively) the case in higher level 

apprenticeships. It is probably another false distinction in that it is only helpful at some times for 

some apprenticeships in some industries.

All respondents however agreed that on-the-job training/learning is vital. In order to encourage 

respondents to articulate this further, researchers asked them to consider apprenticeships without 

it. Without on-the-job training and learning, respondents generally felt that many apprentices would 

fail in attempts to apply the theory and knowledge from off-the-job teaching to the role. On the 

job training provides a ‘halfway house’ between off-the-job and doing the job, said one employer. 

Off the job enables theories, knowledge, explanations, reflection, ideas – to explain why something 

is the case – as well as singular practical skills and tasks. On-the-job training helps to bridge the 

gaps between studies/theory and work, while in a reduced level of risk and setting performance 

standards. Apprentices were said to ‘drift’ through their time on-programme if the employer didn’t 

actively engage with them in learning during their time on the job.   It is not always clear for a 
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learner where their new knowledge or skills should be applied, and the skilful in-work mentor helps 

to support this transition for them – a process that often involves periods of on the job training to 

enhance the learning activity.

Respondents were unanimous in saying that both off- and on-the-job training and learning are 

essential in apprenticeships; that they make them what they are. Time spent doing the job is 

repetition of tasks already learned and practiced to the business’s accepted standard. However, all 

respondents who were asked pointed out that there is always more to learn and it is rarely the case 

that employers will not further develop or give more responsibility to staff of any type, including 

apprentices, who achieve competence to a certain level. Also, the standards themselves are broad 

enough to be achieved and then excelled. 

Providers’ roles in linking on-the-job training with 
workplace behaviours 

Usually, providers share with new apprentices some generic expectations around employability such 

as punctuality as well as suggesting asking new employers about dress code, hours, absences and 

timekeeping, etc. Some providers use off-the-job time during the first few weeks of apprenticeships 

to run through scenarios about what is acceptable and not, and how to ask if unsure. With younger 

learners these are easier to deliver because with older learners and at higher levels, professionalism 

and values and behaviours and communications can to some extent be already set in place through 

previous employment experience, because on the whole behaviours are learned on the job. 

Monitoring, feedback from employers and partners all enable providers to make on-going 

assessment of behaviours, but without employers’ input this would be impossible, said respondents. 

As one put it: “There’s always going to be that level of industry sign-off that no training provider 

or college would ever be able to do themselves”. Structures such as online portals and processes 

such as monthly reviews have been put in place by all providers taking part in this research, but 

everyone interviewed agreed that after initial off-the-job input, success in supporting behavioural 

development was ultimately down to the skill of those supervising the work and learning of the 

apprentice in the workplace itself. 

Employers that were interviewed recognised that they could become too close to their daily 

behaviours to be able to identify and articulate them to others. Providers can assist with the 

communication of behaviours because they have a degree of objectivity and are trained to ask 

pertinent questions. 



35.On and Off  the Job Training Research

For example, if an apprentice is:

 » constantly missing deadlines, the employer and provider may talk to the learner 
about how much they know about planning workload and tasks, and give 
them strategies for this before reviewing progress the following month.  The 
provider can help by offering broader examples of what might be expected of 
an apprentice at a point in their programme.

 » continually late, the employer and provider both let the learner know that they 
are working together on this, why they need to be on time and what time to 
arrive, review after a week then a month and, if unsatisfactory progress made 
a skills gap analysis and learning resources suggested.  Both parties can work 
together to understand if there are underlying reasons for lateness that the 
learner may not wish to share with all.

 » repeatedly non-compliant with behavioural expectations, escalation processes 
are used where senior provider staff visit employers/apprentices on site 
and may on occasion threaten withdrawal from the programme if major 
improvements are not forthcoming or tell the apprentice they are unlikely to 
succeed. These threats usually bring transformative results but can also be a 
way of employer and provider exploring where and when the behavioural issues 
are occurring and if there is a pattern to them.

It is important to note here that behavioural expectations differ by industry. Examples were given 

where different industry norms directly affect the behaviours to be prioritised. For example, 

confidentiality really matters in some legal and digital sector industries, whereas helping maintain 

safe working environments and respect for the general public is given more priority in the 

construction and service industries. 

One provider that researchers talked to uses their close relationship with their sector to give them 

access to valuable management information systems across many employer sites which is overlaid 

with apprenticeship standards including behaviours.  The provider can therefore design very specific 

work tasks around what apprentices are actually doing at work: “Domiciliary care is a very stressful 

time-pressured job and hard to fit in, unless you can fit it all in in a very efficient way” at the same 

time as being compassionate carers. It was interesting that this same provider also said, “We never 

get into conversations (with employers) about on and off the job – it’s not relevant because it’s so 

blended”. For audit purposes they utilise the guided learning hours published by EPAOs for each 

unit of learning, though the ESFA expect the 20% to be tailored and different for each candidate. 
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Regardless of which apprenticeship programme was being followed, respondents agreed that 

apprentices might start with different levels of behaviours when measured against industry norms, 

but that the aim for everyone was to get them used to having mature honest conversations about 

how they act around the workplace(s). The behaviours are explicitly stated in the standard and, just 

as is common practice for Functional Skills and safeguarding, wider workplace behaviour is being 

cross-mapped and embedded throughout delivery, largely on an on-the-job basis. Several providers 

mentioned set-piece resources for behaviours currently under development, but again this serves 

only to blur lines between on- and off-the-job definitions.  

Summary of the contributions of on- and off-the-job 
training 

Interviews for this research confirmed the views we found in published literature in finding that off-

the-job training is good for: 

 » Learning knowledge and theory, (sometimes termed academic learning), 
including easily accessible technical skills and why certain working processes are 
followed – external trainers usually have the time and expertise to manage this 
breadth of coverage of topics and deliver to industry standards.

 » Plugging gaps in standards that an employer is unable to give sufficient 
opportunities for the apprentice to achieve. 

 » Supporting the apprentice with a degree of objectivity, for example by asking 
honest questions about behaviours or when there’s an issue with the employer.

 » Allowing the learner to realise there is a body of knowledge and skills that need 
to be attained as well as doing the job.

On-the-job training is good for: 

 » Giving apprentices the context of learning  to employment and all the 
responsibilities, benefits and opportunities that go with that.

 » Reinforcing, identifying and applying off-the-job learning in the context of the 
demands of the workplace.

 » Through repeated practice, the gaining of confidence to do tasks independently 
– the ‘know-how’ of the job. Typically, this progresses from being shown/
observing and assisting, to undertaking basic practical tasks, to working 
holistically for customers without supervision. 

 » Frequent informal coaching or tips to improve that day’s tasks through  
continual reflection 
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 » Employers looking to nurture and develop their staff on a sustained basis, 
especially through individual’s early careers in an industry. 

 » Entering into a community of practice, taking triggers and expectations from 
those around them, and so absorbing workplace culture.

 » Learning the wider workplace behaviours such as accountability, problem-
solving, and team working, which add up to the expectations of an occupation 
or profession. 

 » Providing the majority of evidence and development of competence that will be 
needed for the end point assessment. 

 » Enabling apprenticeships to demonstrate excellence by contextualising and 
applying their learning in their day-to-day experience in the wider business and 
industry.  Sometimes exceeding the standard and making valuable contributions 
to the business that non-apprentices working at the same level are less likely to 
be able to do if not so obviously engaged in on the job learning.

In addition to on- and off-the-job training, additional out-of-hours learning time  
is good for:

 » Gaining experience in parts of the standard it would be unethical, impractical 
or financially unviable for the industry to make available in working hours, such 
as (in the early years sector) paediatric first aid, which is often delivered on 
weekends and after work.

 » The in-depth study often required by higher level apprenticeships where 
apprentices are necessarily already performing a similarly demanding role 
during their working day.   Traditionally a common model of in work adult 
education.

Aligning thinking about on-the-job learning 

There was a consensus that apprentices’, providers’, employers’ and policymakers’ thinking about 

on-the-job learning and training need a little more work to align. Some of this would only be possible 

with further research and development, especially by, with and for employers. Conceptual views of 

on-the-job training coincide with some, but not all, industries and so how fit-for-purpose they are 

and how they translate into practice can vary enormously. If on-the-job learning is to maximise its 

potential it is clear that a blended approach with off-the-job elements is vital, and that a standard 

approach to how this can be achieved must be formulated that can be adopted by all parties 

supporting the apprenticeship.
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All parties involved in the apprenticeship system were seen to embrace and recognise that 

apprenticeships mean spending more time in work than in formal externally-provided training. 

More important, however, was said to be raising awareness and spreading good practice amongst 

employers about work-based learning approaches. In doing so, actively focusing on learning in 

the workplace would have a greater and more tangible impact for many more businesses than is 

currently the case. 

The employer role has evidently increased since the 2017 reforms, a trend set to continue. The 

implications of this – of some employers getting more involved with delivery and of others being 

simultaneously wary of the level of commitment and resource required and unaware or unable 

to see the advantages – are only just beginning to be identified. There should be informed 

communications at the national level that does not simply default to asking employers to do more, 

said many respondents, but asks them to work more closely with external trainers and employers 

to collectively gain the tangible benefits that apprenticeships can produce.  

There is still much more to be learned from emerging employer practices, which would inform 

support material of which there was reported to be relatively little available. Nationally, data will 

soon start becoming available to show how apprentices perform in end point assessments, including 

comparisons to non-apprentices from level 2 to university degree holders. Some felt this would be 

very valuable in making robust assessments of the value of both on- and off-the-job training and 

how its deployment performs in comparison to other forms of delivery and links to achievement.
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5. CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

Writing before the 2017 apprenticeship reforms in England, 

Kuczera (2017) wrote that “Typically, public authorities organise 

and fund off-the-job education and training, while employers 

take responsibility for the supervision and training of apprentices 

during their work placements.”  Our research however indicates 

that this is already no longer exclusively the case – the boundaries 

are blurring, with employers and providers working in partnership 

much more closely to create what are effectively learning 

environments regardless of location.  

Distinctions between theory and practice – and between on- and off-the-job training – are helpful 

only up to a point for some but not the majority of industries, sectors or individual employers 

within each sector. They are soon found to struggle to hold relevance when faced with the differing 

demands of each industry, employer and typical day-to-day working practices characterised by 

ongoing problem-solving conversations between peers. 

Employers and providers both agree that the core concern of apprenticeships should be that it 

produces competent workers who can work to an agreed standard of skill within a variety of different 

working environments.  There is also agreement that an apprenticeship programme should require 

a change in state of knowledge and competence in a learner that signifies a substantial development 

journey. To this end the design of apprenticeship delivery must concentrate on what works in terms of 

output impact, as opposed to adherence to design norms based on previous iterations of pedagogy 

and indeed the working economy as a whole. This research has not only highlighted numerous 

artificial distinctions introduced for reasons of regulatory compliance or quality concern, but also 

collated highly significant contributions that on-the-job time make, suggesting that insufficient 

attention has been given to supporting employers’ role in high quality workplace-based learning to 

complement off the job learning.  
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This research has found emerging good practice where those who deliver training (providers), and 

those who set the culture of working environments in which skills are honed and refined (employers), 

plan together the apprenticeship for coverage and sequencing of technical skills, and expectation-

setting and monitoring of behaviours.  It appears increasingly irrelevant whether such partnership 

working is employer- or provider-initiated. Close partner working of the type found in this research 

has maximised the benefits of the interaction between on- and off-the-job learning as it can be 

applied in any particular context or sector. 

Further, it is also clear that the policy priority being placed on the 20% off-the-job learning is unhelpful 

to highly engaged and successful providers in the sector – and largely irrelevant in the view of the 

main inspection body, Ofsted – because it does not enhance quality of delivery and there are too 

many exceptions to it reflecting realistic learning processes. The 20% is valued, however, as a way of 

potentially eliminating very poor practice, which suggests it might best be targeted at non-compliant 

providers/employers/apprentices (though further work to identify, classify and record the 20% is 

needed before such measures are accepted as credible across the sector). 

On-the-job experience and training is felt to be at least as important, if not more so than off-the-job 

as this is where the rounded skills, knowledge and behaviours for the application of skills in the real 

world are fully developed. For policymakers to define on- and off-the-job in terms relating to the 

fulfilment of their own policy objectives for compliance or quality confidence does little, if anything, 

to achieve the widely-shared overall objective of ensuring that apprenticeships produce competent 

and productive workers with enhanced prospects for career progression.

We therefore make the following recommendations:

7. The true value of apprenticeships comes from the combination of on- and 
off-the-job elements – periods of theoretical learning, non-productive practice, 
reflection and evaluation, placed in a context of real working environments. It is 
this combination of elements, not the absolute amount or proportion of either, 
that should be the priority in apprenticeship design.  It is also not the location of 
this learning that should define its quality but rather the status of the learning 
and its proximity to improvement of workplace performance. “Apprenticeship 
development time” would be far more useful metric of this to use within such 
programmes than ambiguous and relatively arbitrary definitions of “off”-“ and 
“on-“ the job that do not ultimately help in any way to reinforce the  
learning experience.

8. On-the-job training and learning are extremely significant but under-recognised. 
AELP, City and Guilds Group and sector partners should take every opportunity 
to disseminate and/or help further develop what on-the-job training is good for 
(as found in this report). In summary: 
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 » employment context with responsibilities, benefits, opportunities  
and risks

 » applying and reinforcing off-the-job learning

 » gaining confidence through repeated ‘real’ practice

 » achieving the ‘know-how’ of jobs so able to work with increasing 
independence

 » informal conversations between colleagues about suggestions or 
solutions, moving from performing a series of isolated tasks to working 
holistically for customers without supervision

 » early career talent identification based on speed of competence 
adoption

 » entry to a career-long community of practice through shared 
development with experts

 » sustained period of learning at work that increases the likelihood of 
lifelong learning at work and potentially the loyalty to employer

 » learning wider workplace behaviours to accepted industry standard 

 » providing the majority of evidence and competence development to 
succeed at end point assessment

 » enabling apprentices greater opportunity to demonstrate excellence, 
going above and beyond the standard. 

9. The balance between the on- and off-the job training and learning varies 
considerably between sectors and levels of study, and this should be more 
widely communicated and embraced. Each sector is nominally “employer-led” in 
developing its apprenticeships standards, so it makes sense for each to stipulate 
the likely pattern and balance of off- and on-the-job learning, as appropriate. 
To this extent, the “one size fits all” approach of 20% of contracted working 
hours in all sectors at all levels is unhelpful and should be reviewed as soon as 
possible.   This balance should be debated as appropriate through IfATE Route 
Panels, employer groups and other stakeholders.  As at least some off-the-job 
time is required for all high-quality apprenticeships, policymakers, the provider 
sector and employers should work together to focus approaches on eliminating 
practice where there is clearly insufficient off-the-job time being spent to 
complete apprenticeship standards. 
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10. This research has shown examples of high-quality provision and linked this 
to increasingly close partner working with employers. Major coordinated 
efforts are required to support employers who are willing to be involved and 
understand potential benefits to their business but do not have the work-based 
learning expertise to deliver successful on-the-job learning. This will be easier 
to achieve without artificial delineations between on- and off-the-job learning, 
particularly where these give rise to predefined roles for employers and 
providers.

11. Studying out of working hours is the norm in most qualifications and learning 
programmes and in apprenticeships at higher levels and in certain major 
sectors. If a delineation between on- and off-the-job learning remains within 
apprenticeship delivery regulations, then the rules on what each comprises 
should therefore be changed to remove the restrictions on out of hours study 
being ineligible as off-the-job training. The IfATE should review this to find a 
way in which out-of-hours study can count towards the component parts of 
apprenticeship delivery that they require, whilst maintaining the necessary 
commitment from an employer for learning and training to take place within 
contracted working hours.
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