Research update

The LLN is working on a number of research projects, using both qualitative and quantitative methods and analyses, encompassing a variety of aims including providing evidence-based recommendations for curriculum development, engaging learners and employers in career pathways. Currently, three projects have been completed, eleven are ongoing and two are planned for the future. 

Skills for HE evaluation
The Skills for Higher Education Module was developed in partnership with colleges, universities and employers within the Network area. As part of the project an evaluation has been carried out, which included pre and post course questionnaires and staff focus groups. A variety of recommendations arose from the results such as ensuring that all learners have easy access to computers and the required computer skills for the course and for progression to HE. A further recommendation was that alternative modes of delivery should be considered, running the course over a shorter or longer time period, at different times of day or at weekends and running the course as a blended learning course. Consequently the module is now due to be rolled out across the LLN both as a face to face course and a blended learning course, where most of the learning will be done ‘virtually’.

Development in Shropshire care homes
The Shropshire care homes project is being carried out with a number of partners including Shropshire Partners in Care, Skills for Care (Sector Skills Council), and several councils, universities and colleges across the Network. The project will investigate learning and development in the Shropshire care home sector using a variety of methods including a literature review and interviews/focus groups with care home owners, staff and council staff. The completed literature review has a number of findings. For example, there is virtually no discussion of whether or not staff working in the care home sector may benefit from learning and development on study skills. Additionally, there is very little information about accredited courses; most courses discussed are short and unaccredited. Data collection has started and the project will report in June. 

Women progressing in engineering
Despite a variety of government initiatives, the number of women engaging in higher education engineering courses is extremely small. This project focuses on inadequate numbers of female engineering students on foundation degrees and undergraduate courses in Staffordshire, Shropshire, Telford and Wrekin. This is an ongoing issue outlined by researchers in many countries; USA, Canada, Turkey, Africa (Botswana), Australia, Sweden and UK but the problem still remains. Statistics from the Engineering and Technology Board (ETB) highlight that in 2007 only 13% of new chartered engineer registrants were women in the UK. This research will investigate how engineering courses in higher education can be promoted more effectively amongst female students and made more accessible. The data will be used to make recommendations around engaging learners and curriculum development. 

Information, advice and guidance (IAG)
A number of other projects are being developed including a market research study aiming to scope the gaps in IAG regarding funding for HE study in partnership with Keele University. The research involves investigating current HE funding for vocational learners, mature learners and those from families on lower incomes, as those not in school or college potentially have limited access to this information.  Financial insecurity is one of the main reasons that learners fail to complete their studies, and these groups have been identified as being particularly at risk.  Subject to the outcome, a follow on project is envisaged to provide regional resources to fill this gap.

The research team aims to disseminate the research in a variety of ways, reporting to stakeholders and producing conference papers and journal articles. Recently a paper has been included in the Sussex LLN e-book and a conference paper about the Skills for Higher Education Module evaluation is due to be presented at the University Association of Lifelong Learning Annual Conference. 
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