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Apprentice footballers learn little from back-up educational programmes, research says
 

Apprentice footballers learn little from the educational programmes they are given to train them in a back-up career if they do not get a professional contract, a new study shows. 
 

Research with 302 apprentice footballers with some professional football clubs found that many were simply copying material from the internet and each other to pass their courses. 
 

Chris Platts and Dr Andy Smith told the British Sociological Association's annual conference in Glasgow today [April 7] that some apprentices said that their tutors rarely reported them for copying others’ work, and encouraged "learned helplessness". 
 

One apprentice at a League Two club told them: "You can't really fail it. It is retard-proof." One apprentice at a Premier League club said his teachers "even tell you to go to this website and then copy all this information."
 

The researchers, both of the University of Chester, said that in the past 12 years Academies and Centres of Excellence had been set up to train young people in qualifications such as sports-related B-TECs and NVQs that would be valuable should they not be offered a contract at the end of their apprenticeships. Some courses were directly relevant for a career in football, covering coaching and nutrition, for example, and others were more general courses on sports and in other areas. 
 

The apprentices were taught, on average, for a day and a half each week, either by their club’s head of education and welfare, by a teacher coming to their club, or by their going to a local sixth-form college. 
 

In focus group meetings with the researchers almost all the 302 apprentices, aged 16 to 18, described the teaching as boring and said it did not significantly help them to learn. One League Two apprentice said: "it is like no one wants to do the course we're on" and another: "it is just long days".  One Championship club apprentice said his course was "boring – it's literally the worst college ever."
 

One apprentice at a Premier League club told the researchers: "It is easy...you just copy and paste at the end of the day," and another said: "it is not really like I am learning off my own back. Like if I don't know he [the tutor] will tell me what to put."
 

The researchers told the conference: "The boredom that players experienced whilst completing their educational courses was in part related to the tendency for them to simply copy and paste their work from sources such as the internet, other course materials and, in some cases, from each other. 
 

"In this regard, many players to whom we spoke were of the opinion that their ability to copy others’ work meant that they frequently did not learn much, if anything, from the time they spent studying for their qualifications.
 

"Whilst there were sanctions in place that punished them should they engage in the plagiarism of others’ work, some players claimed to do so because when they were caught they were often simply told by their tutors to change aspects of their work.
 

"In view of the tendency for many players to copy and paste the work of others, the support they received from their tutors when doing so was often interpreted by players as making it almost impossible for them to fail any of the components of coursework they were required to complete as part of their qualifications. 
 

"Although players claimed that their tutors – whether their education was delivered in clubs or local colleges – required them to simply complete their work by relying, in particular, on the internet and other source material, it appeared that this constrained tutors to encourage among players a tendency to engage in learned helplessness in a range of ways.
 

"Since players and their clubs often receive a financial reward for players’ successful completion of the qualifications for which they are studying, it was not altogether surprising to find that players felt that regardless of their effort or ability they were almost bound to pass their courses.
 

"Indeed, the importance players placed on becoming a footballer frequently constrained them to pay little, if any, attention to other alternative post-vocational careers."
 

Some of the apprentices, particularly those in lower league clubs, did acknowledge that the education they were getting could help them get a back-up career if they didn't get a team contract. One League Two apprentice said: "It is important, just in case you don't make it, because you get coaching badges out of it."
 

But the researchers noted that the "deeply entrenched anti-academic traditions that underpin the culture of professional football often limited significantly the extent to which education could become a priority for those working in clubs.
 

"Such was the desire among players to make it in the game and their preparedness to make considerable sacrifices, despite the limited likelihood of success, many players were more inclined to prioritize their football education over their academic education. 
 

"In this regard, it is argued that despite the growth of educational provisions in professional football, these appear to have had a marginal impact on the perceptions and priorities of the players for whom they are intended." 
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