
#LTSE2023



Developing a Theories of  Change 

framework for evaluating digital degree 

apprenticeships

Diane Hart

Manchester Metropolitan University Business School

Department of  Operations, Technology, Events and Hospitality Management

d.hart@mmu.ac.uk



Agenda

• Background to project

• Methodological approach

• Theories of change framework development

• Data generation and analysis approach



Background

• Degree apprenticeships of strategic importance to Manchester Met, 
and  Digital and Technology Solutions to Dept OTEHM

• BSc DTS 2015 (~50 apprentices), MSc DTSS 2019 (~20 apprentices)

• 2022-23 – 500+

• Strength of cross-faculty delivery enabling recruitment to multiple 
pathways



Digital skills and transformation gap

• Well documented digital skills gap (Ecorys 2016, Winterbotham et al. 
2019)

• 37% employers surveyed lacked advanced digital skills needed, and in 
both schools and further education, the number of people taking ICT 
courses has declined Learning and Work Institute (2021)

• Leadership key success factors for digital transformation (Fujitsu 
2019), and particularly challenging for businesses (Capgemini 2018). 



Questions about Apprenticeships

• Aspects of model of degree apprenticeships questioned by Higher 
Education Commission enquiry.  (Higher Education Commission 2019)

• Department of Education criticised for lack of transparency about 
how it evaluates the apprenticeships programme (Morse 2019). 

• High level measures published focusing on the end benefits to 
employers and apprentices, and financial benefits ( Department for 
Education 2017 ) – tools such as Apprenticeship Evaluation Learner 
Survey, metrics such as participation/satisfaction/outcomes. 



What we do know about Man Met DTS

Some examples for our DTS so far

• KPIs good (e.g. NSS ~90%  2022; 90%+ Good hons)

• Sector leading accolades (e.g. AAC Digital Provider of the Year 2023)

• Voted top university provider of degree apprenticeships by 
apprentices (RateMyApprenticeship Awards 2019, 2020, 2021, 2022) 

• First university to be awarded Outstanding by Ofsted on  their new 
Education Inspection framework – Nov 2022 (Deep dive included on 
DTS)



Research Question

How can we effectively evaluate how the practice and partnership 
relationships we are engaged in for the Digital and Technology 
Solutions degree apprenticeship are working to achieve impact?

Objectives

• To develop a theory of change framework for the impact evaluation of 
the Man Met DTS programmes

• To conduct a pilot evaluation to test the framework
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Methodological approach

• ‘Theory of change’ approach (Connell and Kubisch 1998) explores 
stakeholder perceptions of ‘probabilistic’ connections of cause-effect 
influencing action. 
• ToCs=provisional frameworks continually being tested and improved upon 

through reflective practice or action research. 

• Systemic evaluation (Imam et al 2007, Hummelbrunner 2011) 
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Developing the ‘initial’ ToC framework

• Assumptions about effective practice/conditions articulated in key policy 
and quality documents E.g.
• Quality Assurance Agency (2022) Characteristics Statement: Higher Education in 

Apprenticeships. 
• Education and Skills Funding Agency (2021) Provider guide to delivering high quality 

apprenticeships. 
• Ofsted (2019) Inspecting further education and skills: guide for providers

• Defines the initial ‘System’ in focus (sets an assumed ‘boundary’ for action 
being evaluated)

• Steers data collection to compare stakeholder perspectives on this ToC



What does this look like? A Simplified 
logic model

Drivers for change Enablers/
resources

Activities Outcomes Longer term 
outcomes

Anticipated impacts

Employers need higher 
level skills relevant to 
supporting their digital 
transformation
-value from 
apprenticeship levy

Learners want relevant 
skills that lead to 
employment, alternative 
routes to higher level 
skills, reduced debt on 
graduation. 

Employers view apprenticeships 
as beneficial to their long-term 
success, (DoE 2020), supporting 
their digital transformation goals.

Graduate apprentices develop 
transferrable and lifelong 
learning skills that will enable 
them
to maintain employment 
throughout their working life 
(QAA 2022).



Using the ToC framework to guide data 
generation/collation
• Helps identify relevant perspectives

• Helps to identify where existing data/sources fit and may be used by 
stakeholders in framing their own ToCs and informing action
• Existing student voice data; Quantitative KPI data (continuation, achievement)

• Helps identify gaps in what we know

• Provides a framework for more in depth qualitative discussion with 
stakeholders about their own interpretations and motivations of 
success in this context and how it is/could be achieved



New data generation and analysis

• 45-60 minute interviews with key stakeholders (most internal pilots 
now completed)
• Internal: Programme Leader, Programme Manager, Employer Liaison 

(recruitment); Skills Coach; Tutor/Unit Leader; Apprentice

• External: University Liaison (recruitment); Line Manager; Alumni

• Content analysis of final year synoptic project reports for indicators of 
enabling digital transformation



Framework for project content analysis 

How are apprentices’ Synoptic (EPA) projects supporting digital 
transformation for their organisations?

Digital Transformation as “a process that aims to improve an entity by 
triggering significant changes to its properties through combinations of 
information, computing, communication, and connectivity 
technologies” (Vial 2019, p121).



From Vial, 2019, p122

Framework for project content analysis 
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