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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Exploring Patterns of Progression of BME Learners on Vocational and Work-Based Learning Level 3 Programmes onto HE-Level Awards.

This report was commissioned from Veritas Education Consultants by the Staffordshire, Stoke-on-Trent, Shropshire and Telford and Wrekin Lifelong Learning Network.  It examines a number of key areas that influence the decisions and choices that BME Level 3 learners make about their post-16 educational and training careers. They include:

· Family and community influences

· The different experiences of compulsory schooling

· The influence of teachers, IAG and other influencers

· Subject choice

· Place of learning.

The research uses evidence from published research reports, data on enrolments at further education colleges, interviews with BME community leaders, teachers and learners, focus groups with BME learners, and evidence from a questionnaire completed by BME learners. 

A total of 123 BME learners and individuals participated in the research, 99 of whom were BME learners studying at further education colleges in Staffordshire and Shropshire. The numbers of BME learners in FECs in the Lifelong Learning Network geographical area reflects regional trends.

We conclude that:
· Further and higher education are viewed as positive goals by BME learners, community leaders and parents and families.

· Further education colleges appear to be providing a relevant and appropriate curriculum offer to BME learners in terms of depth, breadth, flexibility and mode of delivery. Many learners highlighted the value of very positive experiences in FE particularly in terms of the way they were supported and engaged by college staff.

· BME learners have realistic aspirations about their future learning and progression opportunities.

· There are few barriers to entry to F/HE and learners are often motivated by a fluid combination of internal and external factors.
· There is little interest shown by learners and by community influencers in alternatives to the existing curriculum offers.
2. INTRODUCTION 

This project was initiated by Burton College which made a successful application for funding and support from the Lifelong Learning Network to explore key issues focused on progression for BME students at level 3 across the three FE colleges within the network area, i.e. Burton College, Stoke-on-Trent College and Telford College of Arts and Technology. Ultimately, Burton College was unable to lead on the project and Veritas Educational Consultants successfully bid to complete the project.  

Following a series of consultative meetings, stakeholders agreed an approach to gathering data to work towards achieving the aims of the research project.  The plan for the research anticipated the employment of three approaches to data collection; using a questionnaire to gather a wide sweep of relatively shallow data, followed by group, and individual interviews, in order to provide a more detailed range of information. Desk research would also be undertaken to explore the background to the project.   

Unfortunately, fewer questionnaires than anticipated were returned from the colleges, and therefore the project team approached Stoke-on-Trent Sixth Form College, in order to increase the sample size.

The project team has, as yet, been unable to obtain MIS data from the colleges. 

3. AIMS OF THE PROJECT
· To establish baseline data about the progression of BME learners from level 3 vocational and work-based learning programmes on to HE awards within and beyond the LLN area, using a comparative case study approach of three colleges: Burton College, Telford College of Arts and Technology (TCAT), and Stoke-on-Trent College (Stoke College)

· To investigate whether differential patterns of progression can be seen in different populations, considering the variables of ethnic group, gender, current course area and type (e.g. BTEC, AVCE, NVQ), and type of HE award proposed. 

· To identify the BMEs’ perception of HE within the LLN area

· To identify the nature an appropriate curriculum offer at level 3 and HE level and the level of demand from BME groups in the different areas studied.

·    To establish the nature of demand for new awards which would be attractive to the targeted BME groups.  
4. Research Context

Much of the literature proposing high rates of BME participation in HE also reveals that these figures mask considerable variations and that the minority ethnic population should not be treated as an homogenous group.

The achievement of some members of BME communities at HE level is clearly an important issue – but the data need careful examination (Connor et al (2004), Langham, 2007).  This is a complex matter that involves differences within the BME population, social class differences and regional effects, as well as matters of subject choice.

A recent report to the National BME Education Strategy Group revealed that:
· Black entrants to HE are older than White entrants or other groups within BME cohorts.

· More females participate than males (with the exception of Bangladeshi females).

· Black Caribbean and Bangladeshi participation rates are half those of Black African and Indian participation.

· UCAS admissions data show that 13% fewer applications are accepted from BME groups than from White groups.

· The majority of BME students can be found studying in Post-92 universities.

· BME students achieve a lower class of degree than White students and Black African students are most likely to achieve a third class or lower class of degree.
(Source: Conference report of The National BME Education Strategy Group, June 2006).

5.  METHODOLOGY

5.1 The Survey
A considerable proportion of the research effort has been directed towards the construction and distribution of the questionnaire and the analysis of the data obtained.        

5.1.1 Scope and Content of the Questionnaire

The purpose of the questionnaire was both to elicit a range of pertinent background information from respondents. In addition to basic demographic data we were also interested in obtaining information about respondents’ family backgrounds; their experience in education, both up to the age of 16 and subsequently; their present education and/or employment situation; and their future intentions regarding HE, including which HEIs and courses they were planning to attend.  

5.1.2 Questionnaire Construction
· An initial version of the questionnaire was produced by the project team using preliminary desk research as stimulus material. This was continuously modified over several weeks in response to feedback and information from a range of sources. 

· A draft version of the questionnaire was subjected to preliminary test with a small number of BME respondents and this was followed by modification of some items

· A read-through of the amended version was held using BME respondents and no further amendments were proposed.  

· The proposed final version was reviewed by the project Steering Group, again with no further amendments being proposed 

The final version of the questionnaire was used to collect data from ethnic minority students in FEIs across the area served by the LLN. (details below) 

5.1.3 The Sample. 

The sample of BME respondents was obtained through purposive sampling at the following establishments: Stoke-on-Trent College (Stoke College), Telford College of Arts and Technology (TCAT), Burton College, and the City of Stoke-on-Trent Sixth Form College (Stoke 6FC).  In addition, a number of completed questionnaires were also obtained from students attending other Midlands colleges. 

Four completed questionnaires (three generated by white Europeans and one by an Arab national from the Middle-East) were excluded from the analysis on eligibility grounds. All other returned questionnaires, including those with incomplete responses were subjected to analysis. The effective sample therefore stands at N =83.

Postcode data (Q2) show that the distribution of the sample across the LLN area is uneven and it would clearly have been desirable to have obtained a sample that was more equally distributed across the different centres. However, it is clearly appropriate that the largest group of respondents comes from the largest conurbation in the area.

Stoke on Trent 
37 (48%)

Telford


18 

Burton 

 
  9

Other 


13

No Response 

  6 (7%)

The full range of data are available if required. Non-responses are noted whenever they occur and their proportion is expressed as % of the whole sample. All other percentages have been calculated as a proportion of those responding i.e. excluding any non-responders. 

Two caveats must be entered concerning factors which limit the extent to which this sample may be considered to be representative of the young BME population in the LLN area. 
First, the sampling method used was a form of non-probabilistic sampling because we were lacking crucial MIS data from the colleges. Had the data been made available it would have allowed the probabilistic sampling methods that provide greater assurance that the data are representative of the target population. In the event, we necessarily resorted to the less satisfactory method of purposive sampling. 
Secondly, the distribution/supervision of the completion of some questionnaires was done by college staff. Although we attempted to ensure uniformity and appropriate techniques of questionnaire administration we were ultimately dependent of the goodwill and professionalism of colleagues unknown to us.   

5.2  Individual Interviews

Individual interviews were carried out with members of minority communities in the LLN area as follows:

Interview   1:  CEO East Staffordshire REC
Interview   2:  Mirpuri female, Legal Executive  
Interview   3:  Pakistani female, NHS Link Worker/ project Administrator 

Interview   4:  Pakistani female, Student services co-ordinator 

Interview   5:  Black Caribbean, female, Youth Worker

Interview   6:  Black African females, x 2, Nurse and teacher

Interview   7:  Pakistani female, IT Teacher

Interview   8:  Pakistani female x 3,Vocational students

Interview   9:  Pakistani females, students x 5  
Interview 10: Chief Executive, Afro-Caribbean Society
Interview 11: Pakistani female, Law Graduate 

Interview 12: Afro-Caribbean, male, Student Officer 

Interview 13: Black Caribbean male, Community Leader
Interview 14: Bengali female, Administrator.

5.3 Focus Groups

Focus groups were conducted at:  
Burton Race Equality Council (REC) with a group of staff members.
Burton College with five Pakistani female vocational students.  
North Staffs Afro-Caribbean Association in Stoke-on-Trent with a group of mixed BME young people and adult learners.
Newcastle-under-Lyme College with three female Asian students (BTEC Computing, BTEC Intermediate in Health and Social Care, and A levels).

6.  QUESTIONNAIRE RESULTS 
6.1 Key variables 

This section reviews some key characteristics of the sample, namely the Ethnicity, Age, Sex, Birthplace, and Current Occupation of the whole sample in order to provide a basic snapshot of the respondent group. 
Ethnicity

The majority of the sample is composed of Black Africans and Pakistanis (constituting approx 62% of the sample). There is an almost complete (and unexpected) absence of Bangladeshis and West Indians/Afro-Caribbeans, and people of Indian origin. 
Pakistani 

27  (33%)

Black African

24  (29%)

Indian 


  7    (8%)

Black Caribbean  
  3    (4%)
Bangladeshi 

  1    (1%)

Others 

20  (24%)

We note also that the sample is more culturally heterogeneous than the figures above suggest. The responses to Q7 concerning whether respondents spoke any languages other than English reveals that a total of 44 different languages are spoken to some degree by sample members.  Only one respondent, (a male of Afro-Caribbean ethnic origin), was a monoglot English speaker.
Sex (Q2)

The overall sex ratio of the sample has a slight imbalance in favour of females. 

Females



46 (55%)
Males




37 (45%)

However, a male/female imbalance exists in the two largest of the ethnic groups in the sample. (Black Africans=14f and10m, and Pakistanis =17f and 11m).

Age (Q3)

The age profile of the sample is appropriate to the research: well over half the sample is in the 16-19 group

16-19

50 (61%)

20-24

15 (18%)
Other age groups

16 (19%)

No Response

   2 (2%)

There is an approximately equal balance between the sexes in all groups up to the age of 35 years. 

Birthplace (Q5/6)

The majority of respondents reported that they had been born in the UK, with the next largest group having been born in Africa.

UK




37 (51%)

Africa




27 (37%)

Other places 



  9   (12%)

No Response



10 (12%)
Current occupation (Q10)

The majority of respondents are engaged in full-time education:

FT College with or without employment

52 (64%)
FT School with or without college attendance
15 (19%)

PT College with or without employment

  7   (9%)

FT or PT work 




  4   (5%)

Unemployed 



  
 
  2 (2%)

No Response =




  2 (2%)

Summary of the key variables 

The image of a “typical” respondent emerging from the responses to this questionnaire therefore is of a UK-born, college-based student, who is equally likely to be male or female, is of Pakistani or African ethnic background, and aged under 25 years. 

6.2  Data relating to the key questions. 

5.2.1. Task 1

To establish comparative baseline data about the progression of BME learners from level 3 vocational and WBL programmes onto HE awards within and beyond the LLN area, using a comparative case study approach of three colleges (Burton College, TCAT and Stoke-on-Trent College). 

A full response to this task would require access to MIS data from the three colleges in order to compare them in terms of the achieved progression (either 07/08 and or 08/09) of their Level 3 vocational and work-based learning students into HE or other destinations. This has not so far been made available. 

However, it is possible to approach an answer by looking at the data on prospective progression routes obtained from vocational students (45% of the total sample). 

Asked whether they intended to progress to HE, (Q33), the responses were:

Yes =20, No =3, Not Sure =10, No Response =2.

All respondents were asked which university(s) they favoured, (Q35).  The university preferences of the 30 respondents who answered “Yes” or “Undecided” to the previous question about progression were, 

Birmingham (6), Wolverhampton (4), Manchester (3), Staffordshire (2), Coventry (2), and Leeds, Leicester, Nottingham Trent and City universities 1 each. (NR=14). 

Data on HE course choices for this group are unfortunately somewhat thin.  Taking the vocational students group as a whole:

Of the 35 vocational students sampled only 15 identified an HE course as their intended destination.  These divided into:

· 9 who intended to ‘top-up’ current studies to Honours level e.g. a Foundation degree

· 4 who intended to undertake related studies at Honours level e.g. motor vehicle students who wanted to study engineering at university.

· 2 who intended to take a different direction, for example, a student on a hairdressing course who was aiming for a Business Studies degree.
We also considered whether respondents taking the vocational route in different institutions in the LLN area make different choices among universities. In other words, is there any bias in responses to Q35, that might be owing to studying at a particular institution? 

Burton College choices: Birmingham, Derby, Nottingham Trent, Staffordshire, Coventry, Leeds, Manchester. (4 responses in all: each university selected once)

TCAT choices: Birmingham (4), Wolverhampton (4), TCAT (1), City University (1). (6 responses in all) [One respondent at TCAT wished to pursue an HE course at TCAT] 

Stoke College choices: Manchester (2), Staffordshire (1), (3 responses in all).
Comment

All but a minority of students are planning to progress through to HE.

There is a distinct preference for universities in the Midlands region, including Staffordshire University, the University of Wolverhampton and the University of Birmingham.

It seems that Burton students are orientated to choose from among a wider range of potential universities than those studying at other institutions.
The data are too limited to comment extensively on the HE course choices of these respondents, except to say that the majority appear to intend to build on current studies at FE level 3.

6.2.2 
Task 2
To explore differential patterns of progression for specific ethnic minority populations including the key variables of ethnic group, and gender.

The Whole-Sample Analysis

We have approached this task through the questionnaire data relevant to progression from Year 11 through Years 12/13.  The areas explored include: achievement at Year 11 and sources of support through that stage, the factors that informed the choice of the current course, sources of support, and characteristics of their present experience. A later section of the report addresses the issue of progression into HE by means of questions about prospective HE choices and attitudes. 

The first section considers the issue of progression across the sample as a whole. 

Educational attainment at Year 11 (Q18)
The educational achievement of the sample in terms of the number of GCSEs attained at the age of 16 was as follows:- Range 0–13, Median = 4, No Response or Unclear =14 (17%). Comparable data are difficult to find, but one source reports 40% of the Year 11 students in Stoke-on-Trent students achieving 5 GCSEs including English and Maths in 2009, with the rate excluding English and Maths increasing to 70%. (Serco, 2009).  This places the average performance of the sample somewhat below the Stoke-on-Trent average for 2009, although there is a small number of individuals at the upper end of the range of achievement. 
The questionnaire also asked about re-taken GCSEs, (Q19) but this was answered by barely half the sample and is therefore less reliable. The average of 1 GCSE re-taken is lower than might be expected, given the weak performance at Year 11 [Range 0–5, Median=1, No Response or Unclear =40 (48%)]

Sources of support (Q20)

Given their importance as role models, or as positive influences acting against the possibility of drop-out, we also asked which individuals were seen as most supportive during the (GCSE) years up to the age of 16. The full range of responses was: 

Mother 
50 (68%) 

Teachers 
46  
Father  
35  
Other family  
29

Friends  
29 

Youth workers  7

Community 
 5 

Employer  
 4

No Response   9 (11%)

Also specifically mentioned in the free-response section were a librarian (twice), class-mates, friends’ parents, and a dance teacher. 
Comment: 

Given that 75% of respondents reported that they were living with both parents during their GCSE years, it is interesting that mothers are seen as more important than fathers, and teachers are more important than friends or other family. Some light is thrown on this question by the interview data which suggest that in some communities mothers are more liberal in their attitude to female education than fathers and are also likely to connive at the bending of family restrictions on girls’ activities. (See, e.g. Interview 9 below).  

Current Course

There is an equal divide in responses to Q8 between the number of students currently pursuing an academic course (35) (45%) and those on vocational courses (35). The biggest single academic category is A/AS levels, (13) (17%), followed by Return to Study (12) (15%).  BTEC courses account for the largest vocational numbers (17) (22%).  Of these, 7 are ‘Business’ BTEC courses and 10 are ‘other BTEC’.

On average these students were 18 years of age. (Range 15-49 years, Median 18 Years, NR=35 (42%))
Factors in choosing present course (Q23)

Why did they choose these courses? This question was addressed by means of a checklist of fifteen possible responses of which the four most frequently occurring were:
Interested in subject 

64 (82%)

Route to a well-paid career
31 (40%),  

Thought could do well 
26 (33%), 

Had not done subject before 
25 (32%) 

Comment: It is striking that “Interested in the subject” is more than twice as likely to be given as a reason compared to the next most likely response.  Another almost identical question in relation to the choice of University course was also asked later in the questionnaire to check this important factor (Q39). And again, “Interested in the subject” emerged as the most frequent response by a considerable margin. We conclude that these questions succeed in identifying the most important influence on course choice for the members of this sample, and, we would think also for the sampled population.

We were also interested in what factors had influenced the decision on whether to attend school or college (Q24). The three most frequent responses revealed a mixture of pragmatism and an appreciation for the less regimented environment of college as compared to school.  

Course only offered at college 
 
45 (68%)

More relaxed attitudes at college 
 
29 (44%) 

College treats me as adult 
 

28 (42%)

We explored the issue of support for the respondents during their current studies. As regards financial support, (Q25) some of the students sampled were receiving free courses and these were likely to be the older ones.  However, a significant proportion (30%) of respondents reported that they were funded through their current studies by the EMA. It is likely these also supplemented their EMA with part-time work or were dependent on parents/family. 
EMA




22 (30%) 

Free/on benefit


19 

PT work



18 

Dependent on parents/family

17 

FT work 



  6  

Student/other loan


  6  

ALG




  6 

Charity/community group 

  1 

No Response 



10 (12%)

The question of the sources of social and emotional support had already been explored in an earlier question, (Q20), in relation to GCSE studies, and it seemed unnecessary to revisit the issue. 

We also examined the crucial issue of support from another angle, by asking respondents whether they had ever wanted to drop out of education and, if so, for what reasons, (Q27). The answers received were quite conclusive. A clear majority (68%) of those who responded to this question denied that they had been tempted to drop out, compared to (32%) who admitted that they had.  Of those who had been so tempted, half said that they were not coping academically. However, since these respondents were still actively engaged in education, it is clear that the temptation to abandon their studies was being successfully resisted. 

Finally, we attempted to explore respondents’ experiences of their school or college in order to try to assess the impact on their progression (Q26). We focussed on issues that would be likely to impinge most strongly on BME students and hence on their achievements, such as the presence of minority staff and the openness of the curriculum to multi-cultural influences. 
The responses to Q26 showed that:
Some had teachers from minorities (73%)

Most had never encountered racist attitudes/behaviour from students (68%) 

Their curriculum recognised ethnic diversity (65%)

Their school/college has made many attempts to engage with Minority Communities (65%)

They never encountered racist attitudes/behaviour from staff (62%)

The school/college made special efforts to help minority students (61%)

The school/college had mainly minority students (57%)

The school/college had at least one senior staff member from minorities (48%)

No Response (1%)  

Comment: The most frequent responses to this question revealed that, in general, the respondents were enjoying a largely positive and supportive environment at school or college. There were some ethnic minority role-models in the form of teachers and senior staff and learners had not experienced significant racist attitudes or behaviour from either staff or fellow students. They had found a culturally open curriculum that recognised ethnic diversity. The institutions had a majority of students from minorities and had been engaged with minority communities and endeavoured to address issues of multiculturalism.

Analysis By Ethnicity and Sex

In this section we analyse responses to a selection of questionnaire items in order to gauge the impact of these variables on progression. 

Ethnicity

Black African (N=24)

Q2 Sex:  Males =14, Females =10

Q8 GCSE passes: Range 0-12, Median: 4
Q21 Current institution: Stoke College =17, TCAT=3, Burton College =0, Other =2, NR=2

Q22 Current course(s)  

Access/Return to Study =11, BTEC/Voc =5, AL/GCSE =4, A Level + Voc =1, No Response =4

Q23 Top choice factors for current course

Interested in Subject =17, Liked subject at school =6, Thought I could do well in it =9, NR=1

Q33 University? Yes =22, No =1, Not Sure =0, No response =1

Q36 Top choice factors for University: Has a good academic reputation =11, Is conveniently located =8, There are courses in the subjects I want to study =5, NR =4 

Q37 University course choices: Nursing =6, Social Sciences =3, Business =3, Architecture =1, IT =1, Sports Science =1, Journalism =1, NR=8

Pakistani (N=28)

Q2 Sex: Males =11, Females =17
Q18 GCSE passes: Range 0-11, Median: 3.5

Q21 Current institution: TCAT =15, Stoke College =7, Burton College =4, NR =2 

Q22 Current course(s): BTEC/Voc=15, AL/GCSE =4, Foundation Degree =3, Access/Return to Study =1, HND =1, NR =4

Q23 Top choice factors for current course

Interested in subject =23, Offered a route to a well-paid career =11, Thought I could do well in it =8, NR=2

Q33 University? Yes =21, No =1, Not Sure =6, No response =1, NR=0

Q36 Top choice factors for University : There are courses in the subjects I want to study =12, School/college suggested it =8, The University has a good academic reputation =8, NR=7

Q37 University course choices (Q35 only) IT=4, Teaching =2, Business =2, IT/legal =1, IT/Business =1, Arts =1, Law=1, Engineering =1 NR=12.

Indian (N=7) 

Q2 Sex: Males =4, Females =3
Q18 GCSE passes: 5-12, Median: 6.5

Q21 Current institution:  Burton College =1, TCAT=0, Stoke College=0, Other =6 

Q22 Current course(s) AL/GCSE =2, BTEC/Voc =2, Foundation Degree =1, PGCE =1 NR =1

Q23 Top choice factors for current course

Interested in the subject =6, Thought I could do well in it =5

Q33 University? Yes =4, No =2, Not sure=1

Q36 Top choice factors for University: Range of different kinds of courses =3, Classes occur at convenient times =3. 

Q37 University course choices (Q35 only): Forensics/Law=1, Youth & Community=1, Law=1, Engineering=1, NR=3. 

Others (N=24)

Q2 Sex :  Males =12  Females =12

Q18 GCSE passes: Range 0-13, Median: 2.5 
Q21 Current institution: Stoke College =13, Burton College =4, TCAT=0,  Other=5,  NR=2

Q22 Current course(s) AL/GCSE =5, ESOL=4, BTEC/Voc =4, Access/Return to Study =3, Foundation Degree =2, HNC =2, Pathfinders =1 NR =3

Q23 Top choice factors for current course:

Interested in the subject =18, Had friends doing the course =11, Parents and family wanted me to do the course =11

Q33 University? Yes =14, No=1, Not Sure=7, NR =2

Q36 Top choice factors for University: University has a good academic reputation =12, There are courses in the subjects I want to study =9, There is a good social life there =6. 

Q37 University course choices (Q35 only): IT =3, Medicine/paramedic =2, Nursing =2, Architecture =1, Civil engineering =1, Business=1, Interpreting =1, Photography =1, Forensic Science =1. 

Comment 

Different ethnicities tend to be concentrated in different centres, with Black Africans and Others more likely to be found in Stoke and Pakistanis in Telford. The majority of Indians in the sample appear to be studying outside the LLN area.

The gender balance also varies among groups, with Black African males outnumbering females, while the reverse is true among Pakistanis. The sex balance in the Indian and Other cohorts is equal.  

There is no great difference visible between Black Africans and Pakistanis in terms of GCSE passes, but Indians have higher level of attainment at this point, while Others tend to be more poorly qualified. 

Black Africans are more likely to be undertaking an Access/Return to Study course than Pakistanis while the latter are more likely to be on a vocational course of some kind. The Other group contains a more varied and wider spread of courses than the other three, including Higher National qualifications and Foundation degrees. 

No great difference emerges between any of the groups in the factors influencing current course choice, or the decision to go to university,

The factors affecting choice of course at university, however, appear to differ slightly among the groups with Indians appearing to place higher value on the range of courses available compared to other groups. In the latter, the academic reputation of the institution, and the availability of courses of interest, appear to be more important. 

Within each ethnic group the wide range of university courses mentioned as possible choices make it almost impossible to generalise on this topic. 

Gender

Males (N=37)

Q18 GCSE passes: Range 0-12, Median: 3
Q21 Current institution: Burton College =3, TCAT =8, Stoke College =13, Other =9, NR=4.

Q22 Current course(s)

AL/GCSE=4, BTEC/Voc =10, Return to Study =4, No Response =3.

Q23 Top choice factors for current course

Interested in the subject =28, Offered a route to a well-paid career =14, Thought I could do well in it =14

Q33 University? Yes=26, No=2, Not sure =6, NR=4.

Q36 Top choice factors for University: University has a good academic reputation =13, There are courses in the subjects I want to study =13, The university is conveniently located =10. 

Q37 University course choices (Q35 only)  IT =5, Engineering =3, Sports Science =1, Social Science =1, Journalism =1, IT/Business=1, Forensics/Law =1, Law =1, Architecture =1, Civil Engineering =1, Business =1 Interpreting =1. Undecided =1 NR=18

Females (N=46)

Q18 GCSE passes: Range 0-13, Median: 5
Q21 Current institution: Stoke College =24, Burton College =6, TCAT =10, Other =4  NR=2

Q22 Current course(s) 

BTEC/Voc =10, Return to Study =8, AL/GCSE =4, AL+BTEC =1, Foundation degree =2, HND=1 No Response =5

Q23 Top choice factors for current course:

Interested in the subject =36, Offered a route to a well-paid career =17, Thought I could do well in it =14

Q33 University? Yes =34, No =3, Not Sure =8, Nr=1

Q36 Top choice factors for University : The University has a good academic reputation =21, There are courses in the subjects I want to study =15, My family want me to go there =10  [This latter group comprised 2 Africans,  4 Pakistanis, and 4 Others.] 

Q37 University course choices (Q35 only): Nursing =7, IT=4, Social Science =3, Business =5, Architecture =1, Medicine/Paramedic =2, Teaching=2, Youth & Community =1, IT/Legal=1, Arts =1, Photography=1, Forensic Science=1, Uncertain =1, NR =16.

Comment 

The sexes in the sample are not equally distributed across the LLN area, although the two distributions themselves are broadly comparable, with a concentration of both sexes in the Stoke area. 

No great difference is visible between the sexes in terms of GCSE passes. 

The current course choices are broadly comparable, although the female sample contains a more varied and wider spread of courses than does the male, including Higher National qualifications and Foundation degrees. 

The three most frequently-mentioned factors influencing current course choice are identical to both groups, and both sexes are equally likely to have made the decision to go to university. 

The factors affecting choice of course at university, however, appear to differ very slightly between the sexes. Females identify two factors as frequently as males: “The University has a good academic reputation”, and “There are courses in the subjects I want to study”, but females also identify family pressure rather than location of the university as their third most frequently identified factor. However, it could be argued that these two actually add up to the same thing, since family pressure is likely to incline such respondents to choose a local university rather than one further away.  

Generalisations are difficult since each group mentions such a range of university courses and the numbers choosing are small. 

6.2.3  
Task 3

To identify the BMEs’ perception of HE within the local areas. 

We began by asking how many of the sample were planning to enter HE after their current course (Q33).
Yes 

49 (75%)  

No     

  5   (7%)
Not Sure  
12 (18%)
No Response 
17 (20%)

We also included a follow-up question (Q34) that was directed at those who answered “No” to that question which unfortunately elicited only five, largely uninformative, responses.  
Strong bias was evident in favour of the very local universities, with 39 choices allocated to the four universities closest to the LLN (Q35).  

In order of choice the selections were: 

Keele (10) Staffordshire (9) Birmingham (8) Wolverhampton (8) Coventry (4) Nottingham (3) Leicester (2) Nottingham Trent, Derby, Leeds, Sheffield Hallam, Portsmouth, Chester, City (London), Warwick, Kent, Cardiff, Kingston, Reading, Oxford (1),  Don’t know/Not Sure (2)  

We also looked to see whether there was any evidence of institutional bias in the choice of university within the sample as a whole, (i.e. across both the vocational and the academic streams). 

Responses at each of the college were: 

Burton College:   Birmingham, Derby, Nottingham Trent, Staffordshire, Coventry, Leeds, Manchester. (4 respondents: each university selected once).

Stoke College: (15 respondents and 12 NR) Staffordshire (5), Keele (5), Manchester (2), Coventry (2), Nottingham Trent (2), Warwick (1), Kent (1), Portsmouth (1), Cardiff (1), Kingston (1), Reading (1), Birmingham (1), Oxford (1), Chester (1).

TCAT: (11 respondents in all and 7 NR) Wolverhampton (8), Birmingham (4), TCAT (1), Manchester (1), City University (1).

Comment: 

The concentration of the choice of Wolverhampton University among Telford students is quite striking, as is the tendency to choose a university other than Staffordshire among Stoke-based students. 
However, these were clearly all considered choices: among the factors respondents reported to affect their choice of university (Q36) the three most frequently mentioned were: 

The University has a good academic reputation
=33 (49%)

It offers subjects I want to study 


=26 (39%)

It is conveniently located 



=19 (28%)

No Response





 =16 (19%)
As already noted above (p.16) there is evidence that some female members of the sample experienced familial pressure to choose nearby universities. 

Males-main influences affecting choices:  
The university has a good academic reputation (13)

There are courses in the subjects I want to study (13)

The university is conveniently located (10)

Females-main influences affecting choices:  
The university has a good academic reputation (21)

There are courses in the subjects I want to study (15)

My family want me to go there (10)

A closer look at the ethnicity of the group of females who cited family influence as a factor revealed 2 Black African, 4 Pakistani, 1 Bangladeshi, 1 Asian Other, 1 White/Asian, 1 Mixed Other. 
The question about intended HE course destinations (Q37) showed a wide spread of interests but in view of the relatively small numbers involved it is probably unwise to generalise too strongly. Individual responses were grouped as follows: 

Computing/Information Technology (11), Medicine and Nursing (10), Social Sciences (7), Business (6), Arts (5), Teaching (2), Engineering (3), Architecture (2), Foundation Degree top-ups (2) Not decided (1) 

And, in order to catch those respondents whose plans to enter HE are still at an early stage, we asked them to indicate a general area of interest, (Q38). This produced a somewhat more varied, list

Computing/Information Technology 
 (5)

Health service related 

 (3) 

Science/Technology


 (3)

Forensic science/psychology

 (2)

Music 




 (2) 

Business/Management 

 (2)

Media Arts 



 (1) 

Sport 




 (1) 

Law 




 (1)

Teaching 



 (1)

Construction 



 (1)

Languages 



 (1)

Mathematics 



 (1)

We reiterated the question that had already been asked in relation to the current college course, namely, what were the factors affecting respondents’ choice of university/course, (Q36). We found considerable consistency in respondents’ answers on the two occasions. Once again interest in the subject, the belief that they would do well, and the interest in the economic benefits of higher study, seemed to be the reasons driving their choices.

Interested in subject 

=55 (79%) 

Route to well-paid career 
=41 (59%)

Feel I can do well in it 
=27 (39%) 

No Response 


=13 (16%)

In an attempt to probe respondents’ underlying attitudes to HE, the penultimate question (Q40) invited them to provide three adjectives that they felt would capture their feelings about study at the higher level.

The results unfortunately are not clear. This is partly because a considerable proportion of the sample reiterated one or more of the example adjectives provided as prompts. That aside, the most frequent responses seem to refer to some of the more negative aspects of higher study.

Challenging 






    =40  
Hard/Tough/Difficult/Stress/Hard work/Too much to do/Scary =19

Expensive  






    =16

Demanding 






    =16

There were, nevertheless, also a good number of responses that cast HE in a more positive light:

Fun/Happiness  =15

Interesting 
   =11 

Exciting 
   =  9

Enjoyment 
   =  7

Finally, we found in response to Q41, that a high proportion of respondents, (69%), reported that their parents wanted them to proceed to Higher Education while only 12% responded negatively and 23% were unsure. Eight percent of the total sample declined to answer this question. 

Comment
We interpret these data as evidence of a clear commitment to pursue HE by the members of the sample, based on rational choices and a clear understanding of their academic and economic interests.

6.2.4 Key Question 4

To identify the nature of a suitable appropriate curriculum offer at level 3 and HE level and the level of demand from BME groups in the different areas studied. 

When we examined the questionnaire responses we found no evidence to suggest that the existing curriculum offer was unsuitable for BME learners. Discussions in the focus groups with learners confirmed this viewpoint. It is at foundation level and entry level that there appears to be a demand for more targeted curriculum provision.

6.2.5 Key Question 5

To establish the nature of demand for new awards which would be attractive to the targeted BME groups.

We found no evidence that the lack of participation in the education system by members of BME communities could be traced to dissatisfaction with the existing curriculum. 

No evidence was found in the responses to the questionnaire of any dissatisfaction with the existing curriculum. Rather, respondents seemed to accept the value of existing curriculum offerings and delivery structures at both Level 3 and HE and were not particularly wishing for new forms or awards, although they clearly were ready to take advantage of curriculum innovations as they emerged. For example, we found several individuals progressing along the path to a Foundation Degree. 

The evidence from both individual and group interviews suggests that the lack of attainment may be linked to a much deeper, culturally-rooted, disadvantage, related to multiple factors that vary from community to community. 

For Asian students the major limiting factor on attainment seems to be the existence of community pressure on families to limit the autonomy of female children. 

For students of Afro-Caribbean descent the picture is more complex. Our respondents from this community drew our attention to key differences between the West Indian or African and British education systems that are a barrier to these BME learners achieving their full potential.

7. INTERVIEW DATA

In this section of the report we present data from interviews and focus groups conducted over the past six months in different centres across the LLN.  These are all short units of text taken from longer documents that, in most cases, represent a paraphrase of the respondents’ own words.

The section is divided into three sub-sections dealing with 
(a) Parental attitudes to education/understanding of education and their effects, 
(b) Emergent issues for the curriculum, and the impact of tuition fees on the HE aspirations in these communities, 
(c) Suggested strategies for change. 

7.1  Parental attitudes to, and understanding of, education and the effects of these attitudes. 

A key issue for people of both Asian and African backgrounds concerns the size of the gap that has to be bridged between their own culture and mainstream British culture, and how this is likely to be felt at the individual level.  

Although the nature of the gap and its effects vary across communities, in both cases it was felt to be the major barrier to progress. 

For example, one respondent saw the problem in terms of the ‘culture shock’ involved in moving from an agrarian, rural environment into an industrialised urban one. 

Many of our people from the Indian sub-continent have come from villages and find it difficult to relate effectively to a modern society. In particular they may see British culture as a big threat to their own traditions and up-bringing.  There can often be an invisible cultural divide separating the generations leading to a lack of communication. (Interview 3: Pakistani female, NHS Link Worker/ Project Administrator).

This can have far-reaching consequences for children. Parents who do not understand the importance of education do not value it and so do not involve themselves in the process when their children are at school.  

Uneducated parents do not understand the value of education and its impact on their children’s lives and cannot participate fully in their educational aspirations. Such parents are not equipped to mentor them from early childhood and consequently children may lack encouragement and support, which affects motivation. (Interview 3: Pakistani female, NHS Link Worker/ Project Administrator).

…Have to take account of the fact that amongst some families and their communities there is a lack of knowledge about education and about colleges and universities. Parents simply do not know and are ‘afraid of the unknown’. (Interview 11: Pakistani Female, Law Graduate). 

There were communication problems at home because my parents do not understand English and I do not speak Bengali very well (Interview 14: Bengali Female, Administrator).
On the other hand, some respondents saw evidence of changed thinking in the second and third-generations, even in very traditionally-minded communities. 

Parents’ mindsets are changing and second and third generation Asians are going to make further changes to traditional beliefs. (Interview 2: Mirpuri Female, Legal Executive).
Most first generation Pakistani males in the community saw education as being only relevant for boys, and girls were left to one side. [The effect of these attitudes can be seen] in Telford [where] there are many Asian women but the number employed or working for a living is very limited.  However, over time, some men have come to realise that girls should be educated and treated as equal to boys. (Interview 2: Mirpuri Female, Legal Executive).
 …the generation-gap still exists but ‘old thinking” is changing and the next two generations to follow will be doing things entirely differently than our parents or grandparents did. I believe that in essence it is time to leave our old alien cultures behind. (Interview 2: Mirpuri Female, Legal Executive).

Second and third generations want to ensure that their children and grandchildren have the opportunities that they did not have.  Older people often feel that young people are not taking advantage of the opportunities that they have worked so hard to get in place. (Interview 13: Black Caribbean, Male, Community Leader.

Cultural attitudes about education are gradually changing. I was given support in my learning journey from school to Access and teacher training (PGCE) (Interview7: Pakistani Female, IT Teacher).
Once my parents understood about my dyslexia, they apologised for their lack of support and this was better for me (Interview 14: Bengali Female, Administrator).
A similar view on the experience of “culture shock” was voiced by an African/Caribbean respondent:
People coming from Africa have a cultural shock and often parents feel lost.  They cannot easily talk to their neighbours and language is a problem, especially with regional accents. (Interview 6:  Black African female).
The perceived insularity of the British (and the historical background of the slave trade), are seen as key factors preventing acceptance by the host community of people of Afro-Caribbean background. 

Perhaps there has been a lack of interest and lack of understanding of different cultures – the majority of British people have not embraced the Black person.  History shows that from slavery the black person has been viewed in a very negative way.

(Interview 6:  Black African female).
A further important factor for people coming from Africa or the Caribbean as adults is that they come to Britain having already experienced an education system that was transplanted from Britain in colonial times and which was both similar and significantly different from that currently available in the UK. The differences in teaching styles, curriculum, and discipline standards contribute to their sense of estrangement from the British education system and our respondents emphasised the extent to which they contributed to the educational under-achievement of black youth. 

…Need to consider the very different styles of teaching and attitudes towards learning that were experienced in the Caribbean by first generation of migrants to the UK. Sometimes both parents and youngsters are not aware of boundaries and therefore problems arise. (Interview 5: Black Caribbean, female, Youth Worker)

Early failure leads to lack of confidence and low aspirations:

Many young BME people lack confidence and have very low aspirations – do not see anything in the future for them and are unable and/or unwilling to talk about their ‘failure’ with others – much of this applies to all young people, not just BMEs. . (Interview 5: Black Caribbean, female, Youth Worker)

Within Asian families our respondents reported that a range of factors come into play, such as parental discipline, and community pressure to conform to stereotypical expectations. These probably affect educational aspiration and achievement at all levels, and clearly disadvantage post-pubertal girls more than boys.  

Some parents are too strict so girls may become frustrated trying to make changes to their lives which their parents have not experienced.  Parents see it as ‘going too far’. (Interview 3: Pakistani female, NHS Link Worker/ Project Administrator). 

There are still situations where females have to seek permission from fathers to go to college or to university (Interview 11, Pakistani female, Law Graduate).

One student after working hard to pass her Advanced Level Science qualification gave up hopes of going to university due to lack of family support and the fact that she knew her parents would give her a ’hard time’.  She knew she would have to wait until she was married and had ‘permission’ from her husband-to-be to go to university (Interview 14: Bengali Female, Administrator).

Mothers, on the other hand, may be experienced as more supportive than fathers, (cf. Questionnaire data re: Q20)
…their mothers were very supportive whereas their fathers were less supportive.  In one case the parents had split up and it was the mother who was supporting her daughter’s studies. (Interview 9. Five Pakistani females all vocational students).
One female student stated that her family and friends were very negative and often questioned her motivations for aspiring to become a social worker or to go through university.  The only person who supported her was her mother.  Focus Group: Newcastle under Lyme College).

The Interview 9 Group saw parental strictness primarily as a response to informal community pressure, as in the following extract, 
A view that was frequently repeated talking to these girls, and also to a Turkish Muslim girl, was that it is the fathers in families that are the stricter force.  It was fathers who insisted on knowing where their daughters were at all times.  The daughters believed that their fathers would lose face within their own communities with other Muslim fathers if their daughters were seen to be breaking the rules for daughters of those communities.  It was an irritation to them that the sons of the family did not suffer the same rules. (Interview 9. Five Pakistani females all vocational students). 

There are several reasons why barriers exist for females who want to study at a higher level in the Bengali community: females are more restricted than males; there is a fear of the unknown for the first generation going to FE/HE; there might be too much freedom at college/university (Interview 14: Bengali Female, Administrator).

One student said that there was pressure to enter careers that were taken by older family and relatives – examples given were dentistry and the police. Her fellow students agreed that there was pressure when choosing career options and there was a bias towards the more traditional routes and professions (Focus Group: Newcastle under Lyme College).

However, it appears that many students found ways of circumventing surveillance by their communities by attending a college outside their home area. 

… many Asian students travel from Derby to study at Burton College so that they would be in an anonymous community.  If they studied in a local community, reports would get back to their parents, because of the close-knit nature of those communities, about who they were socialising with and what their behaviour was like. Interview 9.  Five Pakistani females all vocational students).
Girls do go to other colleges where they have relative freedom but often there are family relatives or members of the local community who report on their behaviour. (Interview 7: Pakistani female, IT Teacher).

7.1 Curriculum and fees issues.

A proportion of comments about the curriculum focused on the appropriateness or adequacy of provision as perceived by respondents. 

There is a big problem in that many young BME children start school positively, for example, being able to read before school, but by third year have started to fall behind.  Perhaps it is something to do with teachers’ expectations, or perhaps because the curriculum is not always appropriate and children lose interest … need to own their own culture as well as European culture… the school curriculum is too Eurocentric and not enough space is given to Black History  (Interview13, Black Caribbean female Community Leader).

An inappropriate curriculum offer, especially at pre-FE level… and this tends to be exclusive because BME students, having had insufficient foundation education do not compete.  One mustn’t just focus on Level 3 because there are lots of problems pre Level 3

Delivery can be a problem for some BME learners and hence the exclusion from mainstream for some learners.

IAG system can be problematic – for example, Pakistani girls sometimes received poor advice (Interview 4: Female Student Services Co-ordinator).

Three female Asian students felt that there had been ‘stereotyping and steering’ in careers advice towards apprenticeships.  They felt that apprenticeships were the route for students who struggled academically (Focus Group: Newcastle under Lyme College).
Some teachers were also seen as sometimes lacking the skills required to work successfully in the classroom with BME students. 

Teachers need to be more observant in the classroom to ensure that some learners do not remain ‘hidden’ either because they are skilled at doing this or are not noticed (Interview 5:  Black Caribbean, female, Youth Worker).

Teachers, too, are sometimes unable to support BME learners, especially Black Afro-Caribbean boys.  There are ‘gaps’ and teachers need more guidance to interpret Black Afro-Caribbean behaviour (Interview 5: Black Caribbean, female, Youth Worker).
Respondents from both the Asian and Afro-Caribbean communities stressed the importance of good role models for young people. One Black Caribbean respondent
…stressed the importance of role models in the community for BME students as it can happen that in some families parents, for a variety of reasons, are not able to support the child’s academic journey (Interview12: Black Caribbean male,  Student Officer).
and a black African woman noted that there are…
very few Black teachers as role models in our schools [and we should] offer opportunities for youngsters to hear from those who have been successful, for example, in HE – it inspires: “It was fantastic – it’s such an inspiration to know that there is something I am going to be good at and I can aim higher.” (Interview 6:  Black African female).

And, from the Asian community:
We should set up a mentoring programme using university girls to talk to young girls and possibly their parents about their experiences. (Interview 3: Pakistani female NHS Link Worker/ Project Administrator).

Three female students, aspiring to go to university, all suggested that they would have liked more positive role models when making choices about careers open to them (Focus Group: Newcastle under Lyme College).

On the other hand another respondent, also from the Black community, argued that the provision of “positive” role models was not necessarily desirable since it can lead to unrealistic expectations and an unhelpful over-emphasis on success. 

There has not been enough research into the family background of BME people and researchers have tended to focus on ‘successful’ people, for example, community leaders, and not grass roots people. (Interview 5: Black Caribbean, female, Youth Worker).

Peer pressure was cited as one reason for the drop-out of Afro-Caribbean learners from education after Year 11.  

Peers can be a negative influence and there are pressures put on Black Afro-Caribbean boys. There are today strong influences encouraging ‘gang culture’.  If employment and the dole queue are the only apparent possibilities, then individuals can get into a downward spiral (Interview 13: Black Caribbean male, Community Leader).
In the discussions of aspirations towards Higher Education the fees issue inevitably loomed large. 

Fees make a huge difference and if we are going to get more girls to university, the current system is too expensive and it discourages minority communities from going (Interview 2: Mirpuri Female, Legal Executive).
University costs are far too high and will always discourage our communities. Some colleges discourage students from applying to good universities (Interview 3: Pakistani female NHS Link Worker/ Project Administrator).

But not all students see high tuition fees as a barrier to entering HE. In one group of Pakistani girls, 

… all planned to go to higher education but stressed that they would want to go to an HEI where there was an Asian community so that they would feel comfortable.  Birmingham University was mentioned as a specific HE choice (Interview 9. Five Pakistani females all vocational students).
It is interesting that all these respondents:

… had achieved poor grades at school and had come to college to improve their grades.  There was sibling rivalry with their brothers to prove that they could achieve grades at least as good as theirs, if not better (c.f. educational attainment at Year 11 in the whole sample analysis of questionnaire data).
They prefer college to school because the college offered more choices of curriculum than school and treats them as adults and gives them more independence…...

All stated that Burton College has a good reputation in their communities.  
7.2 Suggested strategies for change

What specific developments, including new courses or new approaches to delivering the existing curriculum, did our respondents think would be likely to bring change to the present situation? There was no shortage of suggestions, which ranged widely across the field of possibilities. 

First, what should colleges be doing? A variety of views were voiced both within and across the different communities:  

It is important that colleges should provide courses for women … girls from our backgrounds, for instance, need cookery classes and courses. Taster classes could be encouraged to get the women out of the homes (Interview 2: Mirpuri Female, Legal Executive).

Consider bringing back the apprenticeship model especially in craft areas 
(Interview 5:  Black Caribbean, female, Youth Worker).

Saturday schools in the past have been successful – for example, teaching Black History. Mentoring programmes have been run successfully at TCAT to support progression. [And colleges should] consider the idea of looking closer at qualification equivalences – the passport idea.
(Interview 12: Afro-Caribbean Male, Student Services Officer).

Access courses have made it easier for people to get qualifications/experience to enable them to progress (Interview 12: Afro-Caribbean Male, Student Services Officer).

Consider – standing the curriculum on its head – and start with what young people are interested in and what they really want to do (Interview 13: Male Afro-Caribbean Community Leader).

…Started up a successful Black History Writing Group which has involved young people 7-12 but after that age there is a drifting away as they discover, girls, messing about, drinking etc, (Interview 13: Male Afro-Caribbean Community Leader).

Connexions’ courses have been more successful when ‘real people’ with real-life experiences who have experience of dealing with real issues come out and talk to young people in a non-educational setting. Big problem with funding such project (Interview 13: Male Afro-Caribbean Community Leader).

NEETS – bring young people together and give them opportunities to express themselves and to learn for themselves how to act.  There are, in my experience, quite a few who drop out but respond when approached in an appropriate way (Interview 5 Black Caribbean, female, Youth Worker).
Most respondents agreed that parental understanding and involvement was crucial at all stages of education, as in the following comment. Again, mothers are seen as the more important source of support over fathers. 

Parents need to be involved in their children’s education, so that they are encouraging their children to reach high and go to university. Girls need to think beyond the domestic chores set down by their families and beyond the traditional aspects of their family and make more of their lives (Interview 2: Mirpuri Female, Legal Executive).

Counselling and education should be offered to these parents and in particular to the mothers.  Someone from within the community would be best suited for this role (Interview 5: Black Caribbean female, Youth Worker).

There is a need to get parents on board through taster sessions which target ethnic groups.  Parents from Jamaica and Africa do not necessarily understand the English system.  They need help alongside their children (Interview 6:  Black African female).

An interesting perspective on Britain was provided by two black respondents whose African roots were still clearly very strong, 

Compared with my home country (Ghana) this seems to be a less supportive community.  Back home everyone took an interest in what the child did and everyone celebrated achievement. The success of one person in the African context is a success of the whole community and so if the community support is not there, it does not help both parents and children.

The extended family system at home supports people if they become unemployed.  Here, parents do not always get good jobs and are often tired after work and cannot give the support to their children. They also have financial commitments back home to support extended family, so there is a host of challenges. There could be more support mechanisms to help these families. (Interview 6:  Black African females).
Some respondents pointed out that a factor in the decision whether or not to take up HE opportunities was the perception among BME students of systemic barriers in the job market.  
Some of our people do not take up higher education because there are poor job opportunities after university. It’s difficult to think of investing so much money and then to come out without a decent job.  Often graduates take any job after university (Interview 6:  Black African female).

And, in some communities there are simply not enough jobs available of the right kind and at the right level. 

In Telford there are many Asian women, however, the number of these employed or working for a living is very limited (Interview 2: Mirpuri female, legal Executive).
Small towns like Telford are much worse than the cities and the opportunities for young women are minimal. We have many cultural hurdles to break through. (Interview 3: Pakistani female, NHS Link Worker/ Project Administrator).
8. CONCLUSIONS 
Our data are drawn from a wider range of learners than those envisaged in the original proposal and include roughly equal numbers of those following a mainly academic route, as opposed to vocational programmes. Our sampling from the three focal institutions is also less even than we expected.  That said, the following conclusions can be drawn from our data.

8.1 
There is clear evidence that vocational learners are just as likely to be attracted towards HE as are learners taking “academic” programmes. The evidence for this is that, taking the sample as a whole, there were only two respondents who were following vocational programmes and who also explicitly stated that they did not intend to progress on to HE. Similarly, the majority of all respondents, in both academic and vocational streams did express the intention to progress to HE, outnumbering those “undecided” by a ratio of about 2:1. 

8.2 
Though this is less clear, there is evidence of a preference towards Midlands’ universities among the vocational learners. Wolverhampton is mentioned four times (out of 16 responses), but Staffordshire is mentioned only once, and Keele not at all. The majority of the universities mentioned by the remainder are found in the wider Midlands area, such a Birmingham, Leicester Coventry, Derby and Nottingham. 

There is also evidence in the questionnaire data that respondents from different conurbations make somewhat different choices between universities, although the uneven sampling makes this conclusion somewhat less than reliable. Burton respondents as a group showed no preference for any university. Stoke respondents showed more interest in Keele and Staffordshire universities, but also were likely to look further afield (from Portsmouth to Manchester). Telford vocational students, on the other hand, were noticeably focused on Wolverhampton and Birmingham with only one respondent from there mentioning an alternative.  

8.3  
On the present evidence, we conclude that progression to HE is somewhat influenced by ethnicity, both as regards the route taken and the level of commitment to progress. In our sample Black Africans were more likely to take the Access/Return to Study route while Pakistanis were more likely to follow the vocational route.  Similarly, Black Africans were less likely to give a negative or uncertain response to the question about intention to progress to HE. Little difference overall could be discerned between Indian and Other respondents.

8.4
No significant difference between the sexes emerged from the data in relation to progression. The male and female cohorts appear broadly similar in terms of current course, intention to progress to HE, the factors influencing that decision, and intended course destination.  There was also the possibility among females, that decisions about HE were influenced by family considerations, although the evidence was not strong. 

8.5     We conclude that our respondents’ perceptions of HE in general is overwhelmingly positive since the majority of those sampled by means of the questionnaire expressed a desire to go to university.

As regards the perception of HE Institutions within the LLN area, we found that Staffordshire, Birmingham and Keele (the latter only among “non-vocational” students), attracted the most choices. Given also that we also found that major factors in course selection were an interest in the subject and the academic reputation of the proposed HE institution it seems safe to conclude that the universities within the LLN area enjoy a positive profile in the BME communities. 

8.6 
The evidence concerning curriculum offer and the possibility of new awards is somewhat mixed. The questionnaire data suggest quite strongly that our sample is largely satisfied with the curriculum available to them at present, and there seems to be little demand for additions or modifications to it. On the other hand, some of our interview respondents clearly felt that there were inadequacies in the present situation that should be addressed. For example, the linked problems of low levels of engagement with education while at school and early drop-out among young Afro-Caribbeans were seen as something that could be addressed by means of more community-based initiatives to provide initial contact and ongoing support , leading to eventual entry into mainstream college courses.  There was also some support for the idea that Black History and Islamic Studies courses at both Level 3 and HE levels would be both popular and effective at engaging those on the margins of the education system. 

8.7 
There was awareness that the educational needs of many, (though clearly not all), Asian girls were not being addressed, (especially those in more conservative communities). This was clearly linked to wider cultural factors rather than major deficiencies in education provision. The provision of “taster” classes on domestic topics were among the possibilities suggested as offering a culturally acceptable method of obtaining access to this group. 

8.8    We found no evidence that the BME learners in our sample would be interested in specially-tailored HE courses. On the contrary, we received the impression that they were satisfied with the range of opportunities already available. 

9. Recommendations

There are, clearly, no ‘magic formulae’ or methods for attracting participation by members of the target groups. Nevertheless, there is much that could be done which offers hope of improving the present situation. Action in all or some of the following areas could, we feel, significantly improve the overall participation in HE of BME young people. 

9.1    We suggest that attention be directed towards increasing opportunities for young people and their parents to meet individuals from their own communities who have recently entered HE or the workforce, including undergraduates, recent graduates and business people.  Access to appropriate role models is important to encourage participation in education and training and an important motivating force that stimulates engagement with the education system and the search for appropriate progression routes. 

9.2    We suggest that action to increase liaison and engagement with parents in community settings should be considered. The focus of this should be to promote and disseminate information about FE and HE. This might include visits to local universities as well as workshops aimed at widening access to education in order to help to demystify college and higher education and highlight the benefits to both parents and prospective students.

9.3    These suggestions clearly overlap with both current and previous initiatives focused on work with BME learners in the LLN area covered by this project.  It would be worthwhile looking again at this work and, if appropriate funding were available, to run them again, working with targeted groups of BME learners.

· Intermix Project, (Burton: current) 

· Normacot Girls Community Centre, (Stoke-on-Trent: current)

· Talking to Young People Project,  (Telford, 2007)

· Jigsaw mentoring Project, (East Staffordshire Race Equality Council, Burton:  March 2005)

· The Sahara Project  (Stoke-on-Trent: 2005)

· Mentoring for Achievement Project – Stoke-on-Trent (2003-05)

· The Asian Project Co-ordinator (Stoke-on-Trent 2006)

· Neighbourhood Learning in Deprived Communities (NLDC) Project, (Stoke-on-Trent, 2007) 

9.4    There are also several projects from outside the LLN area that offer useful ideas and examples of good practice. For example, 

· Enhancing the New Sites of Learning Project is a multi institutional/agency initiative that takes into account the particular needs of the target groups.  This project offers a small number of higher education courses in community-based centres to young Bangladeshi and Pakistani women unable or unwilling to travel to a campus. The general vision is that ‘any provision should meet the needs of the community learners rather than fit into current on-campus courses’.

· CANDLES (Campaign to attract Nurses/Midwives from Diverse Local Ethnic Groups in Slough) shows how communication strategies can be adapted in the recruitment field to recruit from BME communities. This project uses resources translated into Hindi and Punjabi/Mirpuri.
9.5    Finally, there are areas, some of which are included in the present project, where we believe more research would be helpful in clarifying or forming future policy and action. This list is not intended to be exhaustive, but merely to offer suggestions for consideration: 

· Refine the assessment of the needs within BME communities

· Develop new strategies of positive action

· Find effective methods of engaging and liaising with BME groups, including parents

· Clarify the factors affecting participation in FE and HE

· Explore the influence of prior education attainment

· Map, at the level of the individual, the interaction of influences (e.g. from education institutions, family, community and peer group), that affect progression decisions.

· Investigate factors affecting student choice of institution and subject

· Obtain greater understanding about the viewpoints and understandings of ethnically-diverse, working-class, non-participants

· Explore perceptions of the risks and benefits associated with participation in HE
· Explore attitudes and aspirations of young BME learners in KS4 and KS5
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