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Background 
This case study is based on the story of Grace, a manager in an NHS Trust in the SE of England.  Grace 
was told at school that she would never make her ambition of becoming a nurse.  She is now 
completing a Master’s programme having achieved a first class degree through work based learning 
where she was able to APL not only her Registered Nurse training, but also her Cert.Ed. and her 
other professional qualifications. 
 
Current Job and role 
Grace is currently a manager in the education department of an NHS Hospitals Trust.  She is 
responsible for ensuring clinical staff receive the training they need to maintain their competence, 
she oversees student and newly qualified  nurses and is the main point of contact for the Trust with 
the school, college and university community as well as the Job Centre, organising work experience 
and careers events.   
 
Formal Education 
Grace came from a working class family where she was the only one from her primary school to pass 
the 11+ exam and gain a place at Grammar School.  In the fifth year of school, Grace became 
pregnant and as a result was excluded from school because she would set a bad example to the 
other students!  This was the 1970’s.  She was allowed to take her O level exams – in a room on her 
own.  She took one O level when she was 7 months pregnant and 5 more when her son was 5 weeks 
old.  She successfully achieved 6 O levels. 
 
Grace had wanted to be a nurse since she was 7 years old and was told by her Headmistress when 
she was excluded that she would never make it. 

Employment History 
Grace’s career traces a path that interweaves juggling work with childcare, working around 
significant health episodes and a pattern of learning while working.  In her career to date, Grace has 
sought out qualifications that will make her more effective in her job and while she has had financial 
support to cover course fees from her employers, she has traded that for undertaking her studies in 
her own time.   
 
Her first job was as a part time kitchen assistant at a local hospital.  Despite having 6 O levels, this 
was the only job available where as a young mother, she could juggle work and childcare.  It was 
through talking to some of the student nurses while she was clearing tables in the canteen that she 
was introduced to one newly qualified nurse who also had a young child.  She explained to Grace 
how she had managed to balance the training and childcare and this inspired Grace to apply. 



 
 

Grace applied and was accepted for State Registered Nurse (SRN) training.  However this involved 
stretches of 10 days training including nights which soon became impossible to sustain with a 
husband who provided no support.  Planning to resign from nursing, Grace instead converted to part 
time State Enrolled Nurse (SEN) training, which she found more manageable.  Despite having 2 
months off with a major health issue, she qualified in 1983. 

Initially she worked nights in Accident and Emergency and on surgical wards so that she could fit in 
child care during the day.  After having a baby daughter in 1986, she then found work as a 
community nurse which could be worked around school hours. 

In 1990, Grace took a one year conversion course to RGN which by that time was mostly day shifts 
and on the wards.  On qualifying, she returned to the community as a staff nurse.   

Grace’s interest in training came from a job she had working as sister in charge of the nursing wing 
of a large care home.  Identifying a lack of development opportunities for carers, she set up a 
training course.  This led to her doing the NVQ assessors course at a local college and a moving and 
handling trainers course. These courses and the training Grace was doing in the care home sparked 
an interest in education and development.  During this period life, Grace had a life-threatening 
illness which meant 3 months off work and then caring responsibilities for her mother who was 
terminally ill.  Her employer was not prepared to be flexible enough to allow Grace to carry out her 
responsibilities, so she left and returned to community nursing. 

Her interest in training kept Grace involved with NVQs and she continued to deliver training in the 
care home she had previously worked in and she did some teaching and assessment in local colleges.  
She also continued her own development undertaking university courses in coronary heart disease, 
health education and one in research methods.  These were all funded by the PCT.  The next step up 
the community nursing career ladder for Grace would be district nurse and Grace applied twice for 
the one year course but was not accepted.  In the late 1990s, Grace had major medical treatment 
and was off work for seven months. Instead of district nursing, she became more involved with 
moving and handling training and to ensure she was qualified, Grace gained her Cert Ed at a local 
college and then went on to do a Post Graduate Certificate with Loughborough University as a back 
care management trainer.   

The physical requirements for training in moving and handling were compromised by a further 
chronic illness and Grace had to change direction.  In 2005 she added the role of NVQ manager.  
Firstly, Grace took the NVQ Verifiers course and then, as a degree was a requirement of her role, she 
began to explore degree options.  The two most obvious options were nursing practice – but she was 
no longer a hands-on nurse, and education - but she was not involved in schools.  Through these 
enquiries Grace was introduced to the programme leader for the new flexible work based learning 
degree in Applied Professional Studies newly validated by the University of Greenwich.  In 2008, 
Grace graduated with First Class Honours.  At work, Grace was adding to her responsibilities as NVQ 
manager, the roles of training manager and education centre manager.  Through a re-organisation, 
she moved to new role as compliance and vocational manager, where she started her Master’s in 
Applied Professional Studies and then Grace got her current job. 

Work Based Learning Degree  
Having undertaken work based training and development throughout her working life, Grace started 
the degree in Applied Professional Studies as part of its first cohort.  All the other students at the 
time were teaching assistants and she was worried at first whether she had made the right decision.  
An early meeting with her tutor established that she could APL her previous qualifications which 
included her RGN, Cert Ed, Post Graduate Certificate, CPD qualifications including research methods 
and her NVQ verifiers qualification.  This meant that she was exempt from all but 60 credits at level 6 
which she covered with 2 units: contemporary issues involving a literature review and a research 



 
 

project and dissertation involving action research and a reflective diary.  Achieving a first class 
degree, Grace was persuaded to enrol for the Master’s programme and to date, she has achieved a 
Postgraduate Diploma with a distinction, has just passed a further 45 credit report with merit and 
has 15 credits left to do.  Part of her 45 credit unit culminated in an article to be published in the 
journal, Nursing Standard.  She has also undertaken 2 taught courses in flexible learning, social 
networking and mobile technology which led to the introduction of an education networking site in 
the Trust and a course offered through the University Business School in Leadership and Strategic 
Change Management which helped her to consolidate her knowledge and understanding in the 
context of her practice.   
 
Grace felt that the Applied Professional Studies programme suited her very well as an independent 
learner who was studying in order to improve her practice and as someone with experience of work 
based learning.  She appreciates the staged unit based approach and the ability to use the workplace 
for project work.  Throughout both her degree and Master’s programmes, Grace has not taken time 
off for study, even though she believes she would have been granted it.  She has attended taught 
courses after work and completed assessed work in the evenings and at weekends.   

When asked whether she would recommend a work based learning degree like Applied Professional 
Studies to others, Grace advised that they would need to be good at working on their own, they 
would have to be happy to study in a less structured way than in a taught programme and that they 
would need the ability to focus on an aspect of work and choose the right thing.  Had the Applied 
Professional Studies programme not been available, Grace might have looked at the Open University 
as an alternative. 

 

Reflections relating to GLAS Themes 
 
APL - For Grace the APL process was very important.  It valued the qualifications she had gained 
through her working life, it meant that she could cash in the credit and complete her degree in a 
much shorter time frame and at much less expense.  She felt that this would be an increasing 
consideration with the withdrawal of government funding from universities and the increase in fees 
payable by students or their employers.   
 
Glass Ceiling - Although Grace had the ability, she did not continue in full time education and get A- 
levels which could have possibly meant going to university before starting her career.  Instead she 
has made the most of her intellectual ability the harder way, gaining her qualifications while 
working, while rearing children and while dealing with some serious life events.  Reflecting on the 
difference between the pathways, Grace is not convinced that her University achievements have 
opened doors for her in terms of social mobility.  She feels that in her experience it is class difference 
that defines the glass ceiling in management in the NHS.  People in senior management roles, she 
feels, are defined as coming from middle class backgrounds and that this is a more important factor 
than gender.  A high proportion of senior managers are women but the key factor is that they are 
middle class women.  There is less representation in senior management of black and minority 
ethnic people, but where it does happen, Grace feels it is also because they are middle class.   

Social Mobility - Grace is someone who has risen through the ranks through work based learning to 
a management role while those in and destined for more senior management and leadership roles 
have generally come through the full time academic university education route.  She estimates that 
a small percentage of people in the NHS rise through the ranks and cites as examples two staff in her 
Trust.  One started as a health care assistant and through taking an Open University Health Studies 
degree, she has progressed to a senior service manager role.  The other started as a care assistant 



 
 

where she gained NVQs at levels 2 and 3 before being accepted for nurse training.  She is now a 
qualified staff nurse.   

Lifelong Learning - Grace believes that it is really important there are proper career pathways for 
administrative and clerical staff as well as care and healthcare assistants.  Those that are ambitious 
are likely to take up training and get qualification in their own time.  But most of all it is 
management support that is vital and although funding for fees might not be an issue at a 
departmental level, managers who are facing reduced staff resource and increasing targets can 
become focused on the short term and not the medium and long term benefits of education and 
development for their staff.  One of the factors about the work based learning degree that Grace 
points out is that work based projects can bring about significant service improvements – an added 
bonus to gaining  a better qualified and motivated member of staff.   

 

 

 

 


