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Aim
This project investigates the retention of vocational and work-based learners and makes recommendations on how best to engage learners, create progression agreements and develop the curriculum. The project consists of three main parts: a review of the existing literature and an analysis of quantitative and then qualitative data. This is followed by a conclusion and recommendations section which brings together the main themes observed during the project.

Method

In order to gain an overview of existing work related to the topic under consideration a systematic literature review was initially carried out. Such a methodology was chosen as this was viewed to be an appropriate method to explore a variety of articles evaluating retention of vocational learners and/or initiatives to improve retention rates. 

Following this a large dataset was purchased from HESA (covering the years 2002/3 to 2006/7 and 2007/8). This allowed for a quantitative analysis to take place which compared and contrasted the experiences of vocational and traditional learners (both full-time and part-time).

Finally, the collection and analysis of qualitative data was undertaken. This was overseen by an Advisory Group which included relevant specialists and practitioners who have an interest in the retention of students in Higher Education (HE). Full ethical approval for the study was also given by Staffordshire University. 

Results

From the literature review several key findings can be noted. In particular it was recognised that that vocational learners need to be better prepared for the transition to HE, that institutions need to map the curriculum to ensure vocational learners are not at a disadvantage, that communication between Further Education (FE) and HE is important, that support services and information, advice and guidance are critical and that peer support can help isolated learners. It was also found that some authors have suggested that there is no one answer to the issues that surround learner retention and that perhaps it is time for educators to perceive withdrawal differently in the future. 

Analysis of the quantitative data used displays how the overall relationship between entry profile and retention is a complex one and that it is too simplistic to say that vocational learners have significantly negative outcomes in terms of non-completion. The quantitative data also displayed that vocational learners are significantly more likely to be drawn from the lowest socio-economic groups. Other important points that were found after analysis of the quantitative data include the fact that vocational entrants are more likely to leave Year 1 FT and sandwich awards than traditional entrants, that in the main there is little difference in completion rates between vocational and traditional entrants (apart from on Year 3 undergraduate awards) and that the distribution of degree classifications on FT awards shows that vocational entrants have a lower proportion of 1st and 2:1 degrees. The comparison of a sample of other universities has also shown that the main relationships and correlations identified in the study of the LLN are observed elsewhere.  The importance of the degree of deprivation in background has been shown to be a strong factor that impacts upon entry routes and retention.

Similarly, a number of key points were also noted after the analysis of the qualitative data. These include ensuring learners have access to relevant IAG before starting (and during) the course, that learners are equipped with relevant study skills and can access their education flexibly (e.g. part-time learning opportunities), that provisions are put in place to help with the FE to HE transition and that learners expectations are managed effectively.  

Recommendations and Conclusion
The project has resulted in a number of solutions which may help reduce the number of vocational learners withdrawing from higher education:

· Relevant IAG before starting the course 

· Relevant IAG during the course 

· Study Skills

· Flexible Delivery

· Respond to the Cultural Change from FE to HE

· Enhance communication between FE and HE and provide suitable staff development

· Self-Confidence

· Manage Expectations

· Be Responsive

In conclusion there are three main recommendations that the LLN could take forward. 

· That the LLN works closely with colleges and universities to raise awareness amongst admissions tutors, admissions teams and admissions policy makers of the successful performance of vocational entrants within the area’s higher education institutions.

· That the LLN links with existing student service and teaching and learning support networks and offers funding to improve the improve the visibility of sources of IAG, including study skills support, for learners so that vocational learners who may need additional support are better able to access this support.  

· Staff development to respond to manage learner expectations and the cultural change from FE to HE for example reciprocal placements for teachers in FE and HE to improve the link between the two environments, or joint staff development sessions.

It is important to note that many of the recommendations made would be valuable to both vocational and traditional learners. 

1.  INTRODUCTION
Aim

This project investigates the retention of vocational and work-based learners and makes recommendations on how best to engage learners, create progression agreements and develop the curriculum. The project consists of three main parts: a review of the existing literature and an analysis of quantitative and then qualitative data. This is followed by a conclusion and recommendations section which brings together the main themes observed during the project.
Background

The Staffordshire, Stoke-on-Trent, Shropshire, Telford & Wrekin Lifelong Learning Network (LLN) aims to create progression routes and agreements into and through HE for vocational learners in identified vocational sectors in line with local skill needs. Staffordshire University leads the LLN in partnership with Keele University, University of Wolverhampton, Open University, Harper Adams University College and the 15 FE Colleges across the Network area.  Stakeholders include the Open College Network, Aimhigher, employers, Local Authorities and Connexions.

The LLN includes:

Disciplines

· Public Sector/Public Service (University of Wolverhampton)

· Creative & Media (University of Wolverhampton)

· Health & Care (Staffordshire University)

· Technology (Staffordshire University)

Crosscutting Themes

· IT, Enterprise, Leadership & Management (Keele University)

Thematic Groups

· Data (Staffordshire University and Open University)

· Progression Agreements (Keele University and University of Wolverhampton)

· Information, Advice & Guidance (IAG) & Student Support (Keele University)

The targets of the LLN include new progression agreements and new awards including 60 credit awards, foundation degrees, honours degrees and CPD packages.

Definitions

The LLN defines vocational learners as either:
· Those whose post-16 education leads to qualifications other than A-levels,
· Work-based learners,
· Adults in the workplace.
Vocational learners are those learners who have completed a BTEC, AVCE, GNVQ or similar qualification. They may also have an additional academic qualification, as their highest qualification, on entry to Higher Education (HE).
Work-based learners are those learners who have completed an Advanced Apprenticeship and/or NVQ level 3 qualification (and that this represents their highest level of qualification on entry to HE).

For the purpose of this project vocational and work-based learners will be referred to as vocational learners.

Higher Education is defined as:
A qualification at National Curriculum levels four or above validated by an awarding Higher Education institution. The learner may be enrolled at either a Further Education college or a university.

Dissemination

The research report will be disseminated to stakeholders including all the Further Education Colleges (FECs) and Higher Education Institutes (HEIs) across the Network. Other stakeholders include Advantage West Midlands, Aimhigher and the local councils. A copy of the report will also be offered to all participants. Additionally the work will be presented at the LLN stakeholder meeting. The findings of the project will be presented at conferences, and submitted to appropriate peer reviewed journals. Findings will also be available via our website. All participants’ anonymity will be assured in all forms of dissemination.

Future Work and Developments

This work is one part of a portfolio of projects being carried out across the LLN all with an overall aim making evidence-based recommendations around curriculum development, engaging learners and employers, retention, progression and career pathways. 

2.  LITERATURE REVIEW
A systematic literature review was carried out which resulted in two sets of information: six peer reviewed journal articles and forty three non-journal articles. Both sets of articles were analysed to explore the main themes presented. 

2.1 Method
Procedure

A systematic literature review was carried out as this was viewed to be an appropriate method to explore a variety of articles evaluating retention of vocational learners and/or initiatives to improve retention rates. 

In addition to peer review journal articles a significant number of non-journal papers were found. These were also analysed and this resulted in two reviews taking place. The two reviews, whilst concentrating on broadly the same topic area, differ due to the type of literature that they scrutinise. Whilst one of the studies examines ‘traditional’ peer-reviewed work, the other examines research that has not been reported in any journals nor that has gone through the peer-review process. Such literature can be classified as being ‘non-journal literature’ and examples of this include documents such as technical reports and government white papers.
The inclusion and exclusion criteria for the peer reviewed journals were:

- Year 2000 onwards (previous articles will be out of date),
- UK only (different education system abroad),
- Research articles relating to search terms detailed (no letters, opinion pieces etc.),
- English language only, 
- Concentrate on Undergraduate (e.g. Foundation Degree, Honours Degree). 
The inclusion and exclusion criteria for the non-journal papers were:

- Year 2000 onwards (previous articles will be out of date),
- UK only (different education system abroad), 
- English language only,
- Only literature relevant to the research questions was considered.

The databases that were used are shown in Table One while Table Two displays the search terms used during the review. Where necessary the terms ‘education’ and ‘student’ were used to refine searches (for example when the searches resulted in very large numbers of returned results). Table Three shows the stages involved in data collection and the number of articles involved.  

Table One: Literature Review Databases
	EBSCO (IBSS, Education Research Complete, ERIC)

	British Education Index

	SwetsWise

	Web of Knowledge

	British Humanities Index


Table Two: Literature Review Search Terms
	Retention and vocational
	Non completion and vocational

	Retention and widening
	Non completion and widening

	Retention and work based
	Non completion and work based

	Withdrawn and vocational
	Incomplete and vocational

	Withdrawn and widening
	Incomplete and widening

	Withdrawn and work based
	Incomplete and work based

	Withdrawal and vocational
	Student success and vocational

	Withdrawal and widening
	Student success and widening

	Withdrawal and work based
	Student success and widening



	Drop out and vocational
	Student success and work based



	Drop out and widening
	Persistence and vocational



	Drop out and work based
	Persistence and widening



	Completion and vocational


	Persistence and work based



	Completion and widening
	

	Completion and work based
	


Table Three: Literature Review Stages

	Type of Articles
	Number of Articles

	1st sweep: all checked articles from searches
	2722 articles checked

	2nd sweep: all peer reviewed articles that looked useful
2nd sweep: all non-journal articles that looked useful
	59 full texts read
43 full texts read

	3rd sweep: peer reviewed articles retained after reading
3rd sweep: peer reviewed articles retained after reading
	6 reviewed

23 reviewed


Analysis 

Both the peer reviewed and the non-journal articles were analysed to identify the main themes. Table Four shows the details collected from the six peer-reviewed articles, where available, while Table Five shows the details collected from the non-journal articles.
For the peer reviewed articles one reviewer analysed all the papers and two papers were selected randomly and reviewed by a second reviewer to establish inter-rater reliability. A test-retest approach was implemented, for the non-journal articles (with five papers) to verify the same information was extracted from the literature after a period of one month had elapsed.
Table Four: Details Collected from the Peer-Reviewed Articles

	Reference

	First author’s professional background

	Author’s e-mail address

	Funding source

	Did the author provide a literature review?

	What was the location of the study e.g. higher education institute, further education college, work-based?

	What was the learners’ entry qualification?

	What level was the course e.g. NVQ, level three, foundation degree, honours degree?

	What length was the course?

	What type of learners were involved e.g. full-time, part-time, work-based

	What was the background to the study?

	What were the main aims of the study?

	Did the author get ethical approval for the study?

	Did the author carry out a plot study?

	What was the sampling e.g. convenience, random?

	How many participants were involved?

	What was the method, analysis and/or planning, implementation?

	What were the main findings?

	What points were made about the retention of vocational learners in HE?

	What points were made about methods to improve the retention rates of vocational learners in HE?

	What were the limitations cited by author?

	Were there any further limitations?

	Did the author provide any recommendations?

	What did the author conclude?


Table Five: Details Collected from the Non-Journal Articles
	Points made about the retention of vocational learners in HE

	Points made about research initiatives to improve retention rates of vocational learners in HE

	Any other points worth noting

	The number of participants in a study (where applicable)

	The study findings (where applicable)


Quality Assessment 

Each publication in the final set was assessed for its quality. The quality assessment procedure occurred at the same time as the extraction of relevant data and had the aim of ensuring that the findings of a particular study made a valuable contribution to the review. Each publication was assessed according to its clarity, its value for future research, the scale of sample sizes (where applicable) and the appropriateness of the research design where a primary study had been performed. Assessment of these factors allowed for a judgement to be made as to what papers reported more valuable findings and were most important to the study being performed. Each paper was assigned a quality score of 0, 0.5 or 1.
2.2 Results
The quality assessment procedure that was carried out demonstrates that the mode quality score was 0.5. This highlights how the majority of research included in the review is in some way applicable to the topic under consideration, but that there remains scope for future research to improve the quality of this. Such an occurrence also suggests that the research accepted may not be directly relevant to the topic being analysed, and is concentrated on areas other than a study of the experiences of vocational learners alone.  
Peer Reviewed Journal Articles

Inter-rater reliability between the two reviewers was high, with very little disagreement found.

Of the six articles, four articles stated the professional background of the first author, who were all university staff; senior lecturer, senior research fellow, principal lecturer, associate dean. No articles stated their funding sources. All articles included literature reviews, although two were short. 

Of the five articles describing initiatives (the sixth article was a literature review), all were in HEIs, four were located in post-92 universities and one in a pre-92 HEI. Three articles described initiatives with learners whose entry qualifications were vocational, one initiative involved learners with a variety of entry qualifications including vocational and traditional. One article did not state the learners’ entry qualifications. All five courses were delivered at an HE level (e.g. foundation or honours degree). One course was delivered full-time, three could be accessed either full or part-time and one paper did not state whether the course was full or part-time.

Of the five articles where ethical approval may have been needed, none stated whether or not they had applied for or gained ethical approval. Similarly none of the studies carried out a pilot study or stated their sampling methods. However, all the articles stated their sample sizes, which ranged from 45 to 888.
Knox (2005) suggests that changes in government policy have resulted in a greater need to investigate the transition from further to higher education. Hounsell, Christie, Cree, McCune & Tett (2008) suggest that there are implications for support when considering learners going from Further Education (FE) to HE. Hatt & Baxter (2003) suggest that the government’s strategy of widening participation has led to more non-traditional learners progressing into HE, but the authors argue that their success rate in terms of classification has not been widely researched. Allan & Clarke (2007) suggest a focus on widening participation has led to more attention being paid to how to create supportive learning environments. Field (2004) suggests that there has been a growth in learner numbers accessing HE in an FE environment but this has resulted in larger numbers of learners not completing their courses. Bingham & O'Hara (2007) argue that it is possible to widen participation without standards dropping and retention rates suffering.

Bingham & O'Hara (2007) describe the evaluation of the experience of learners involved with the Building Pathways Project which received HEFCE funding to develop a regional progression framework to encourage progression from vocational qualifications to an honours degree. Knox (2005) evaluates a bridging module; 'Next Steps at University', which is delivered at the start of an HE course, that aims to facilitate learners’ transition from FE to HE. Allan & Clarke (2007) evaluate a study skills module delivered in the first year of a foundation and honours degree on a variety of courses: early childhood studies, education studies, conductive education and special needs and inclusion studies. Hounsell et al. (2008), who focus on vocational learners progressing into a pre-92 university, explore learners’ experience of university education, from the learners themselves. Field (2004) carried out a literature review and case study discussing the similarities between HE delivered in an FE or HE environment or in an FE environment and then an HE environment. Hatt & Baxter (2003) aim to investigate completion rates and classification for learners on a social science undergraduate degree programme; their sample included a variety of learners including traditional and vocational who progressed onto HE courses delivered both in FE and HE environments.
A variety of research methods and analytical methods were used, from interviews and focus groups analysed by thematic analyses to qualitative studies that gathered and analysed routine data such as number of learners, attainment and retention. A number of studies utilised method triangulation in order to explore the picture more fully. Some articles were longitudinal, investigating changes over time. One study was a literature review.

The literature review explored what points were made about the retention of vocational learners in HE. Bingham & O'Hara (2007) argue that it is possible to widen participation without lowering standards, but implications for staff and learners must be considered, for example providing a smooth transfer from a vocational to an academic environment.  Hatt & Baxter (2003)
 suggest that the government’s policy of widening participation has led to new types of learners entering HE and those that progress from FE may face issues not typical of A- level learners. Hounsell et al. (2008) argues that there are implications for support and retention when learners move from college to university, which Allan & Clarke (2007) suggest is a need for more flexibility and innovation in learning and teaching to maximize retention and success. Knox (2005)
suggests that the governments WP agenda has resulted in a need for 'articulation across the FE/HE interface'. She suggests that the transitional process between FE and HE has been under-researched and that many institutions are debating how to prepare learners moving from FE to HE especially when they are direct entrants joining cohorts of learners who already have experience in HE. Field (2004) comments that retention rates differ according to the type of HE being accessed and cites HE delivered in an FE environment as a potential cause for concern. 

The literature review explored what points were made about about methods to improve the retention rates of vocational learners in HE. Knox (2005) describes retention rates for learners who had accessed the ‘Next Step’ module as better then the university wide rate. Progression onto the honours year was also significantly better for the ‘Next Steps’ group in comparison to vocational learners who had not accessed the module, as were the final degree results. Allan & Clarke (2007) suggest that learners showed a variance of engagement with their study skills module which doesn't seem to explained by the method of teaching and learning, which needs to be accounted for when considering the needs of vocational learners, for example by embedding study skills across a courses rather than front loading it.

Bingham & O'Hara (2007) found that vocational learner retention was high (only one non-completer) and attainment was equal to that of traditional learners.  Learners expressed that effort and commitment was needed but the challenges were not insurmountable. They also suggested that they would have benefitted from more focus on the HE experience when they were doing their FE courses. The authors argue that the learners benefit the course as a whole through their enthusiasm and motivation to succeed.  Hatt & Baxter (2003) report a completion rate of 73% for traditional learners and 48% for vocational learners, but they suggest that there are a number of reasons for this, not only academic failure, which needs to be dealt with in order to improve retention. Hounsell et al. (2008) suggest that using group work can enhance confidence, skills and social support. Field (2004) suggests that the Scottish Executive is looking at ways to improve retention and improvement, but is not focusing on HE in FE, which needs to be addressed. 

Peer Reviewed Journal Articles - Limitations
The authors highlighted a number of limitations including small sample sizes, lack of a control group, potential cohort effect, studies based in single institutions and participant self-selection.
The literature review highlights a number of issues. Firstly there is a large amount of information missing including information about ethics, piloting, sampling method, and gaps in the descriptions of methods and analyses. As a result it is sometimes difficult to rely on the conclusions drawn by the authors.

Furthermore most of articles collected data from learners, only one collected data from staff and no authors collected data from employers. Considering that the articles focused on vocational learners it is interesting to note this gap, and it means that the overall findings from this research are effectively one-sided. 

The final, and perhaps most pressing limitation, is about the research topic itself. Despite the current focus in the UK around widening participation there appears to be very little information in peer reviewed journals assessing the retention of vocational learners. It may be that there is little or no increased risk in terms of retention and that there is no need for different or extra support for vocational learners, but this needs to be established as fact at the earliest opportunity in order to understand this group of learners. 

Non-Journal Articles

Test-retest reliability was high, with very little disagreement found.
43 non-journal articles were returned after implementing the search strategy outlined. After reading the full text of these articles, and after applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria, 23 studies were deemed to be in some way relevant to the study and were accepted into it. 

What points are made, in the non-journal literature collected, about the retention of vocational learners in HE?

Little et al. (2008 as cited in Warren, Owen, Lewis, Ritchie, Chapple, Jones & Webb, 2009. p. 3) states, “… vocational learners are broadly conceived as 1) those whose post-16 educational pathway leads to qualifications other than A-Levels, 2) work-based learners and 3) adults already in the workplace. During recent years the numbers of learners entering HE from groups that have been traditionally under-represented, including vocational learners, has seen a rise. This trend has been encouraged by the introduction of a widening access and participation agenda that offers non-traditional entrants the opportunity to study at university (Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning & Skills, 2009). Such an undertaking, however, has resulted in several issues becoming apparent. A discussion of these forms the basis of the findings presented.

Historically, the UK’s higher education system has been characterised by differentiation and stratification due to the division between polytechnics and universities (European Lifelong Learning Project, 2009). Such a split was supposedly ended in 1992 with the unification of these two types of institute under the ‘university’ banner. Even today, however, informal divisions continue to polarise the UK’s HE structure. This is evident considering that the ‘post-92’ universities (former polytechnics) have a stronger track record in recruiting vocational learners than the ‘old’ or ‘traditional’ ‘research-led’ institutions (Warren, Owen, Lewis, Ritchie, Chapple, Jones & Webb, 2009). Such a factor warrants mentioning considering the nature of the study being performed. Indeed, after applying this principal to the context of vocational learners in HE, it is possible to assume that ‘traditional’ universities may be less willing to accommodate and support those learners who hold vocational qualifications or who opt to study vocational courses. This may impact upon the retention of vocational learners in HE as it has been recognised that whether a learner feels like they ‘belong’, in an HE institution, can influence their decision whether or not to continue their studies (Quinn, Thomas, Slack, Casey, Thexton & Noble, 2005). As a result, vocational learners may feel uneasy studying at certain universities as they may consider themselves to be undervalued and possibly ill-equipped for their work. This is unfortunate considering the role that retention, of all learners (regardless of entry qualifications), plays in shaping the UK’s HE system. Indeed, it has been commented that retention is an important concern for policy makers as it is a measure of the efficiency of HE in general (European Lifelong Learning Project, 2009).

Analysis of the non-journal literature has also highlighted other reasons that help to explain why learners withdraw from HE. It has been suggested that a lack of integration, dissatisfaction with the course or institution and a lack of preparedness are some reasons why learners, of all types, leave their courses (Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills, 2009). Such issues are of particular relevance when applied to the situations of those learners who enter HE with vocational qualifications. This is due to the fact that these learners may find it hard to adapt to their new environment owing to their non-traditional background (a lack of integration), find it difficult to cope with a new way of learning (dissatisfaction with the course or institution) and struggle to meet the demands that HE places upon them (lack of preparedness). It should be noted, however, that data on learner retention is often poor and that the reasons for learner withdrawal can be multiple and complex (Hall, 2001). As such, these factors alone do not explain why some learners who enter HE with vocational qualifications decide to leave their studies.

The majority of university entrants do so through UCAS with ‘standard’ academic qualifications such as A-Levels (Howieson, Ozga & Provan, 2003). Increasingly, however, greater numbers of learners with vocational qualifications are beginning to enter the sector (although this is still a small proportion in comparison). Past studies that have examined the experiences of vocational learners have found the withdrawal rates of these were approximately double those of learners with A-Levels (Willmot & Lloyd, 2002). Indeed, such findings have been corroborated by a similar study when it was discovered that of the learners that left HE 9.5% had A-Levels, 6.7% another qualification and 17.3% a General National Vocational Qualification (Cook, 2004). It should be noted that “… those with Vocational qualifications are more likely to transfer than those with Access qualifications”, however, and that this may have had an effect on the figures reported (Howieson, Ozga & Provan, 2003). In addition to these points, it has also been recognised that learners with better prior educational achievements are less likely to withdraw than those with poorer qualification (Bekhradnia & Aston, 2005, Harvey, Drew & Smith, 2006). Moreover, traditional entrants, in the context of HE, have been compared to “fish in water” as opposed to vocational entrants who have been likened to “fish out of water” (Reay, David & Ball, 2005 in European Lifelong Learning Project, 2009, p32). 

Whilst the analysis of the non-journal literature has highlighted several issues that impact upon those learners who enter HE with vocational qualifications, the positives of such a method of entry have been reported also. To elaborate, vocational graduates often find it easier to get a job post-University than those with more general degrees (National Audit Office, 2002). Whilst the study of vocational degrees is not reserved for learners with vocational entry qualifications, it is likely that such learners will be more inclined to study a subject with which they are familiar. As a result the post-HE job prospects, of vocational entrants who completed their course, may possibly be enhanced. Furthermore, those who study vocational courses often report the development of problem solving and team working skills (Coleman, Naylor & Kennedy, 2006). Nurturing of these skills can provide vocational learners with some of the key competencies necessary to succeed in a demanding workplace. Finally, it should be mentioned, that not all learners who withdraw do so permanently (Hall, 2001). This is irrespective of their qualifications upon entry (and their performance during the course) and many learners, including those with vocational qualifications, resume their studies at a later date.

What points are made, in the non-journal literature collected, about methods to improve the retention rates of vocational learners in HE?

As has been reported, several issues have been documented in the non-journal literature in regards to the retention rates of vocational learners in HE. Potential methods that can be implemented to overcome such problems have also been discussed, and these will be presented here. 
Analysis of the non-journal literature has highlighted how universities have the duty of giving their learners the best possible opportunity to complete their studies. Furthermore, several problems have been identified that can hinder learner progress through HE. To elaborate, large class sizes (National Audit Office, 2001) and a lack of feedback from educators (Hall, 2001) are two of the issues often commented on by newcomers to HE. Such factors are likely to be heightened for those learners who have been used to experiencing plenty of contact time with their previous teachers and almost instantaneous feedback on their work. As a result vocational entrants, and in particular those used to large amounts of practical hands-on assistance from their educators, may find the transition to the HE style of learning more daunting than their peers. Higher education institutions should, therefore, ensure that measures are implemented to ensure that such factors do not have a influence on the learners themselves. In addition, Hall (2001) has also reported how universities can help ‘at risk’ learners, such as those with vocational entry qualifications, by implementing initiatives designed to support them. Such a suggestion includes offering pre-course guidance, enrolling learners on induction programmes, undertaking in-course monitoring and providing counselling support. Similar research has validated these proposals by stating pre-enrolment actions, learner support and facilitating integration into HE can all improve learner retention (Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills, 2009). 

During the extraction of data from the non-journal literature collected, it became clear how some research suggested that the learners themselves had to take responsibility for the completion of their studies. Such a finding shifts some accountability, for learner retention, away from the HE institutions alone. To elaborate, it has been suggested that learners need to take a more realistic view of what will be expected of them at university and also the demands that they will face when enrolled (Cook, 2004). Moreover, learner preparedness before their course (through progression agreements, preparatory information, preparatory interviews, financial provisions etc.) has also been highlighted as an important factor in learner retention (Layer, Srivastava, Thomas & Yorke, 2002). ‘Pre-start’ classes for those who entered HE with non-traditional qualifications have also been considered by some HE institutions (Dodgson & Bolam, 2002). Such initiatives aim to bring all learners, regardless of their past experience or skills, to roughly the same level of competence at the start of their courses. 

Other points have also been noted after an examination of the non-journal literature. Indeed, data from learner focus groups has suggested how academic input and support, feeling respected, the physical learning environment and peer support can all be important factors in the retention of learners (May, Hodgson & Maran 2005). Similarly it has been found that learners are more likely to persist and graduate in settings that expect them to succeed, provide academic and social support as well as early feedback (European Lifelong Learning Project, 2009). Whilst such factors are not applicable to learners with vocational qualifications alone, due to the “at risk” nature of these, arguably the importance of these considerations increases when applied in such a context.

On the whole it appears that there is no “one size fits all” model of retention (Harvey, Drew, & Smith, 2006) regardless of whether a learner has entered HE with traditional qualifications or not. Moreover, it is also important to consider the different perceptions of retention. Kenwright (2002) offers an interesting angle when he states that learner withdrawal need not be viewed as an end to education and training, but as a valid and supported break in the process of lifelong learning. Indeed, he goes on to argue, that the next phase of the retention story could be to address the difficulties for learners of rejoining higher education, rather than persist in the quest for 100% retention rates. Study of such a topic may form the basis upon which future research can examine.

Limitations of the Review

The main threats to the validity of the study are in relation to bias in the selection of publications and inaccurate data extracted. The development of a review plan and the implementation of reliability testing ensure that such factors did not impact upon the results of the work undertaken.

2.3 Discussion
A review of the non-journal literature, that took place after a search of five electronic resources, has been presented here. During the course of the study forty-three non-journal articles were found, with twenty-three of these having data extracted from them. Such an undertaking aimed to determine what points had been made in the non-journal literature collected in regards to the retention of vocational learners in HE as well potential methods that can be used to improve the retention rates of these learners in the future.
It was found that the continued division between the pre-1992 and post-1992 universities may be impacting upon the experiences of vocational learners in HE. Moreover, other factors such as learner integration, dissatisfaction with the course or institution and a lack of preparedness were all likely to have an influence on the experiences of vocational entrants in HE. Comparisons were also drawn with those learners with more ‘traditional’ qualifications while some of the positives of entering HE with vocational qualifications were also examined. 

Meanwhile, a variety of potential methods were found that could be used to overcome the poor retention rates of vocational learners who study in HE. During this analysis it was discovered that smaller class sizes, greater feedback on assignments, better learner preparedness and more efficient support services, amongst others, can all help to overcome some of the issues encountered by vocational learners. It was also noted that some commentators have suggested how there is no one answer that can resolve the issue of learner retention and that perhaps it is time for educators to perceive withdrawal differently in the future.
This report also discusses a systematic literature review of peer reviewed journal articles carried out to explore what information is available around evaluating retention of vocational learners and/or initiatives to improve retention rates. The review located six articles that met this aim.

Bingham & O’Hara (2007) suggest that there is a need to consider longer term information, advice and guidance and enhance communication between FE and HE staff. Hatt & Baxter (2003) argue that as new types of learners enter HE it may be beneficial to consider if the types of assessment being used are relevant.

Hatt & Baxter (2003) acknowledge that more research is needed around the completion and success rate of vocational learners. Knox (2005) suggests that more research is needed to investigate ways to prepare learners for entry into HE and Allan & Clarke (2007) argue that further research is needed around embedding generic study skills. Hounsell et al. (2008) recommend that lecturers should build on familiar methods of learning and teaching to improve confidence and help learners to communicate effectively and to use study support groups to promote positive learning experiences. 

Field (2004) concludes that more work needs doing to improve retention rates, particularly in HE in FE. Hatt & Baxter (2003) conclude that that A-level, access and franchise learners have an advantage over vocational learners in terms of having better preparation for the study skills expected at university e.g. examination and essay preparation, and this is especially the case for vocational learners who progress directly onto the second year of degrees and foundation degree learners who top up to full honours, if all the marks count towards the final classification. 

Bingham & O’Hara (2007) conclude that although a deficit model of vocational learners is sometimes perceived it must be acknowledged that this type of learner brings advantages as well as disadvantages. Hatt & Baxter (2003) argue that their results illustrate that non-traditional learners can be very successful. 
Allan & Clarke (2007) suggest that study skills needs some redesign around providing more opportunities to develop subject related skills as embedding generic study skills across the course may not be so successful. They also suggest staff may need more development to meet these aims. 

Knox (2005) concludes that her module had a good impact on learner progression, retention and success by overcoming concerns that learners had about HE, and helping them adjust once they start their courses.  Hounsell et al. (2008) conclude that peer support can have a positive impact on the support and retention for learners progressing from FE by helping learners to integrate early in their degree.
2.4 Recommendations and Conclusion – Literature Review
The literature reviews have resulted in a number of recommendations that could be used to improve the retention rate of vocational learners in higher education environments:
· Vocational learners need to be better prepared for the transition to HE, with a particular focus on overcoming concerns learners may have about their transition.

· Institutions need to map curriculum to ensure that vocational learners have access to the same information as traditional learners, for example, study skills.

· Enhance communication between FE and HE staff and provide suitable staff development.

· Build on familiar methods of learning and teaching to generate confidence and help learners to communicate effectively for example, through smaller class sizes, greater feedback on assignments and the type of assignment used.
· More efficient support services and longer term information, advice and guidance.

· Provide peer support for example, support to integrate, study skills support groups and support for isolated learners.
· More robust research is needed that includes learners, staff and employers as participants, which carefully analyses whether there is a difference in the completion and success rate of vocational learners, and if there is, what the nature of the difference is.

Some of the points that have been made also to apply to learners other than those with vocational qualifications ones alone. As such, some of these findings can be said to have a wider applicability that is outside the main scope of the research presented.

It was also noted that some authors have suggested how there is no one answer that can resolve the issue of learner retention and that perhaps it is time for educators to perceive withdrawal differently in the future.

3.  QUANTITATIVE APPROACH

3.1 Introduction

A large dataset was purchased from HESA covering the years 2002/3 to 2006/7 and subsequently a dataset for 2007/8. The data is national in scale but allow for analysis at institutional level. It includes full-time and part-time learners. To date, the research has examined the 4 HEIs that makes up this LLN and includes partnership/franchise provision via colleges. As agreed with the Advisory Group, the data has not been disaggregated at the level of individual HEI because of the potential sensitivities involved. It should be noted that the SURF data was not available within the HESA data set because, it is understood, consortium arrangements such as SURF are returned via the LSC. However, a comparable dataset was obtained from Staffordshire University’s Information team although not all of fields in the HESA dataset are available as some have been added or transformed by HESA from the data submitted by HEIs.
The data includes postcode based data at the Lower Super output area level. This means that it has been possible to link the dataset to nationally-available demographical data such as the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD). This has been an important part of the data analysis work undertaken to date.
Uses and Limitations of HESA data

HESA data does not permit a direct analysis of ‘cohorts’ of learners who can be tracked prior to entry and through their HE experience. Rather it provides information about students, enrolled on programmes, on a year-by-year basis. As such, it is comparable to looking through a microscope at one population of learners in one year and then another population of learners in another year in which some of the same learners are present but others have joined and some have left. 
The dataset includes information about some of the entry characteristics of learners progressing into higher education (i.e. highest qualification on entry, tariff scores and qualification markers etc..), details of the programmes of study being followed at the institution (i.e. mode of attendance, qualification type and subject area, length of programmes, franchise indicators etc..) and finally information about the outcomes of the learning including reasons for leaving and degree/award class.
HESA made some significant changes to the fields with the 2007/8 data so this has limited some of the comparisons.
At this stage, the analysis has been largely confined to descriptive statistics. Further detailed work is required to explore the strength of relationships between the key variables that are highlighted by the work undertaken to date. 

Defining Vocational Students

Arriving at an agreed and unambiguous identification of vocational and work-based learners is, unfortunately, not straightforward using the HESA dataset. The obvious field to use is the ‘Highest Qualification on Entry’ field. This field has more than 40 different categories. Unfortunately, the categories can combine learners doing combined A-level and BTEC or other similarly vocational programmes where the learner is doing a BTEC course and, for instance, a single A-level. Students will also have their highest qualification on entry recorded as a HNC/D or Foundation degree where they are progressing to an honours degree. In these cases, it isn’t known from the HESA data whether they have entered higher education with a Level 3 vocational qualification or with A-levels. 
HESA has also provided data which is focused on the identification of vocational learners and aspects of their entry profiles. This is called the ‘Tariff Score Marker’. This field allows the following categorisation to be identified: 

1. A-levels/Highers and VCE combinations,

2. A-levels/Highers only,

3. VCE only.

The use of this categorisation permits the investigation of learners’ entry attainment scores (such as tariff score). Part of the following analysis uses this categorisation and within this concentrates on the distinction between ‘A-level only’ and ‘VCE only’ entrants. However, ‘VCE only’ offers a narrow view for an analysis of vocational routes. As a result, for purposes that do not involve an analysis using tariff scores, a broader measure of ‘vocational’ has been developed.

The ‘LLN vocational marker’ enlarges on ‘VCE only’ (from the Tariff Score Marker) by adding OND/C, GNVQ and NVQ entrants to give a measure of ‘vocational’ learners. Figure 1 shows how the LLN Vocation Marker is constituted. This measure is used in most of the analysis of the report and the focus is on the contrast between ‘A-level only’ (the ‘traditional’ route) and ‘Vocational’ (the ‘vocational’ route).
GNVQ 4/5 and NVQ4/5 qualifications are included as it can reasonably be presumed that these students will have followed a vocational route at Level 3, into these qualifications, and that they are entering higher education as mature students. The numbers of students with these qualifications is relatively small. 
Figure 1: The LLN Vocation Marker and Relationship to Highest Qualification on Entry
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Access students are not included in this category as their programmes are broadly ‘academic’ in nature rather than vocational. A comparison with those entering through Access course routes will also be considered here. Students whose highest qualification on entry is recorded as HNC/D and FD are also excluded because these qualifications are at Level 5 and as we don’t have information about the nature of their Level 3 qualification.
The analysis presented is confined to undergraduate programmes for students enrolled on undergraduate degrees, HND/Cs and FDs. The analysis of full-time students includes those on Sandwich programmes. Most of the analysis relates to the last three years of data (i.e. academic years 2005/6 to 2007/8). The analysis of the ‘Continuation’ indicator relates only to 2005/6 as data for later years was not available.
Profile of Vocational Entrants

Using the LLN vocation marker, the number of first year vocational full-time learners entering the four HEIs in the LLN on undergraduate programmes (degree, FDs and HNC/Ds) in the three years 2005 to 2008 was 8,346 (9% of total entrants). The numbers entering with a wholly A-level profile was 30,121 (32% of total entrants) and those with a combined vocational/academic profile and other qualifications 56,336 (59%). The sample used for direct comparisons between A-level only and those following vocational pathways uses just over 40%. It should be noted that the numbers of vocational learners in some of the following analyses (of retention rates) may represent small absolute numbers of learners. 

3.2 Comparison of Traditional and Vocational Entrants

The difference between traditional and vocational entrants is not only a matter of entry qualifications. This is because entry route is a reflection of an entrant’s background and also has an influence on the choice of award studied at HE. 
Mode of Study

Vocational entrants are far more likely to choose to study part-time or a sandwich course than traditional A-level only entrants.
Figure 2: Modes & Distribution of Entry Routes
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Chart 1: Entry Routes & Modes of Attendance
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Awards Studied

Nearly all (97%) full-time traditional entrants study on degree courses with only 2% enrolling on HND/C awards and 1% on FDs. In contrast 6% of vocational entrants study on HND/C and the same proportion on FDs. On part-time programmes slightly less than half of vocational entrants study degrees with the remainder being almost equally divided between HND/Cs and FDs. Traditional entrants overwhelmingly choose degrees (88%). 

Figure 3: Entry Routes and Awards
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Socio-economic Classification
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Chart 5: Entry Routes and Socio-economic Classification
HESA provides data on Socio-economic Classification (SEC) and Chart 5 shows the distribution of A-level and vocational entrants. It shows that relatively higher proportions of A-level entrants are likely to come from Higher and Professional and Lower Managerial groups than vocational entrants. The relative proportions are reversed for semi-routine and routine groups. However, some caution needs to be applied when considering these figures because there is a large ‘unknown’ category for SEC and the proportion of unknown is somewhat higher for vocational entrants than other categories. An analysis of unknown SEC suggests that the proportion of unknown is significantly higher for those entrants who come from the most disadvantage communities.

Deprivation

Chart 6: Entry Routes and IMD (Quintiles)
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One interesting feature of the HESA dataset is the opportunity to link the learner home postcode-related data (Lower Super Output Area or LSOA) to socio-economic indicators such as the widely used Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD). This analysis shows that vocational entrants are disproportionately drawn from the most deprived communities (see Chart 6). For example, vocational entrants are nearly twice as likely as academic entrants to come from the 20% most deprived (Q1) communities (30% compared to 17%). Nearly half (48%) of vocational entrants come from the 40% most disadvantaged communities (which is sometimes taken as the target area to widen access to higher education) compared with about a third of A-level entrants. Similarly, A-level entrants in the most affluent communities outnumber vocational entrants by nearly two to one. These analyses clearly highlight the importance of the vocational route into higher education for the poorest learners and its significance as an important vehicle for widening participation.

Location

Chart 7: Regions of Domicile & Entry Routes
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Vocational students are more likely to study close to home. Over 70% of vocational entrants have a West Midlands domicile compared with 55% of traditional entrants.
POLAR2

Chart 8: Participation in HE (POLAR2) & Entry Routes
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A comparison of different pathways into Higher Education can be made using the HEFCE measure of participation in HE, POLAR2. POLAR2 is based on the HE participation rates of people who were aged 18 between 2000 and 2004 and entered a HE course in a UK higher education institution or GB Further Education College, aged 18 or 19, between academic years 2000-01 and 2005-06. It draws on data provided by the Higher Education Statistics Agency, the Learning and Skills Council, the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service, the other UK funding bodies and HM Revenue & Customs. The POLAR2 classification is formed by ranking 2001 Census Area Statistics wards by their young participation rates for the combined 2000 to 2004 cohorts. This gives five quintile groups of areas ordered from ‘Q1’ (those wards with the lowest participation) to ‘Q5’ (those wards with the highest participation), each representing 20 per cent of UK young cohort. Chart 8 shows the distribution of A-level and vocational entrants and shows how A-level entrants are more likely to come from wards where there are higher participation rates, in HE, than their vocational counterparts.
Age, Ethnicity and Gender Profile

Chart 9: Age, Ethnicity and Gender Profile of First Year Entrants
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Vocational students are more likely to be older, male and from minority ethnic groups than traditional (A-level only) students as Chart 9 displays. Nearly all (91%) first year traditional entrants are under 21, defined here as ‘Young’, in contrast to vocational students of which under 70% (69%) fall into this age range. As Table 1 shows 28% of vocational first year entrants are ‘Young Mature’ aged between 21 and 29.
Table 1: Age of Entrants
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Young (<21 years) 91% 69% 87%

Young Mature (21-29 years) 8% 28% 12%

Mature (30 years +) 1% 3% 1%

TOTAL 100% 100% 100%


Entrants from vocational pathways display a greater ethnic diversity. Over 30% (31%) of vocational entrants are Black or Sub-continent Asian whereas the proportion of A-level entrants is roughly half this (16%). The proportion of A-level entrants who are White is 80% compared with 64% of vocational entrants.
Chart 10: Age, Ethnicity and Gender Profile of Part-time Entrants
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Vocational entrants are far more likely (60%) to be male than A-level entrants where slightly less than half (48%) are male. Chart 10 shows the profile of year one part-time students. Half of A-level entrants are below 21 years and the proportion declines with older age groups whereas the proportion of vocational entrants increases with older age groups with nearly half of vocational entrants being 30 years or older.
There is very little difference with the ethnic mix of vocational and A-level entrants unlike the pattern for full-time students. The gender proportion for part-time students is almost the mirror image of that found with full-time students. Vocational courses have a higher proportion of females whereas the reverse is the case for A-level courses.

3.3 First Year Full-time Students - Academic Withdrawal Rates
The HESA dataset contains information about why learners leave their programmes early. There are many categories used to describe the reasons learners leave their programmes early including issues such as finance, health problems, left for employment and what is termed in the data as ‘academic failure/left in bad standing/not permitted to progress’. This section focuses specifically on learners who have been identified as having left their programmes because of a failure to complete the requirements of their programmes (Academic Withdrawal). The withdrawal of the students who left for personal and financial reasons are considered later in this report.

Overall Picture

Chart 11: Entry Routes and Academic Withdrawal
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The total number of year 1 students in LLN HEIs who left their programmes for academic reasons was 965 (or 3.3% of all entry routes) in the academic years 2005/6 to 2007/8 (i.e. three years) on all undergraduate degree, FD and HND/C awards. Another way of viewing this is that 96.7% of all learners continued on their programmes or left for other reasons not connected with academic performance. Notwithstanding the legitimate concern to achieve the highest possible levels of retention for all learners, our view is that the relative level of drop out for reasons of academic performance is actually comparatively low compared with other education phases (comparisons with Apprenticeship programmes is perhaps a case in point).
High level or headline comparisons between vocational and traditional entrants (i.e. learners entering via an A-level only entry route) shows that the retention rates for non-vocational learners are indeed higher than for vocational learners. 4.9% of vocational Year 1 learners withdrew for academic reasons compared to 1.9% for non-vocational learners (a difference of 3.0 percentage points - see Chart 11). This finding is exactly comparable with the HEPI study which reported an overall difference of 3% between VCE or vocational learners and A-level learners failing to complete their programme of study four years after commencement. The gap between vocational entrants and all entry routes is much smaller (4.9% compared with 3.3% for all entry routes). This accounts for a difference of 1.4% points.
Award Studied

Chart 12: Academic Withdrawals, Entry Routes and Awards
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Academic withdrawal rates vary between awards, see Chart 12. HND/C have higher withdrawal rates for all learners and vocational entrants are more likely to enroll on HND/C and FD awards than A-level entrants hence to some extent the headline figure is a reflection of the mix of awards studied by different types of entrants. Closer examination of the types of programmes being followed by these learners and comparisons between programmes indicates that the academic withdrawal rates for students on Foundation Degrees and HNC/Ds shows smaller differences between vocational and A-level only entrants. For example the rate of withdrawal on HNC/Ds is 8.5% for vocational and 5.8% for traditional entrants (a difference of 2.7%). In the case of Foundation Degrees the difference is 1.8% points (5% for vocational entrants compared to 3.2% for A-level entrants). If vocational entrants are compared with all entry routes (i.e. including the large number entering with a mixture of qualifications) a different picture emerges: academic withdrawal rates are the same on FDs, the gap on degree programmes is much smaller (1.5% points compared with a 2.7% point gap between A-level only and vocational entrants) and Vocational entrants have a lower withdrawal rate on HND/C awards with all entrants having a withdrawal rate of 10.5% (2% points higher than vocational entrants).

Tariff Points

Chart 13: Distribution of Tariff Points
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The HESA ‘Tariff Marker’ can be used to make comparison between A-level only entrants and those entering with VCEs only. Academic withdrawal rates are inversely correlated with tariff point scores for all types of entrants. Chart 13 shows the distribution for the tariff marker categories. ‘VCE only’ clearly has a distribution that is associated with lower tariff points. Hence part of the difference in the headline figure comparing A-level with VCE entrants is likely to result from a different tariff point profile.
Chart 14: Academic Withdrawal and Tariff Points
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Chart 15: Degrees, Entry Routes and Tariff Points
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This study indicates that when the level of achievement is taken into account, the differences in academic withdrawal rates between vocational and traditional entrants narrow. Vocational students entering onto degrees with a 200-399 tariff score are not more likely to withdraw for academic reasons than A-level learners (see Chart 15); for learners with tariff scores of less than 199 points the differences are also closer (1.9% compared to the 3% gap for all learners).
Socio-economic Classification

Chart 16: NS-SEC and Entry Routes
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Academic withdrawal rates for both vocational and traditional entrants are lower for students coming from NS-SEC 1-3 backgrounds compared with NS-SEC 4-7. The gap between the two types of entrants is smaller at 2.2% for NS-SEC 1-3 compared with 3.3% for NS-SEC 4-7. Vocational entrants are more likely to come from NS-SEC 4-7 backgrounds compared with A-level only entrants.
Deprivation and Academic Withdrawal

Chart 17: Disadvantage & Academic Withdrawal
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The strong apparent correlation between academic withdrawal and socio-economic factors is also underlined by Chart 17 which shows that learners who were brought up in the poorest neighbourhoods are nearly four times likely to withdraw than those from the most affluent communities. As might therefore be expected, academic withdrawal rates for vocational learners are appreciably higher for those from the most deprived communities (7% for IMD Quintile 1) compared to the least deprived (2.7% for IMD Quintile 5). 

Chart 18: Entry Routes and Disadvantage
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However, the difference between vocational entrants and all entry routes is much smaller; a gap of 1.5% compared with the ‘headline’ figure of 3%. Whilst the gap between academic withdrawal of A-level only and vocational entrants tends to be less for individual quintiles of deprivation than the ‘headline’ overall figure, vocational entrants do have higher withdrawal rates for all quintiles. This picture is complex though and further analysis is required to explore the primacy of socio-economic factors vis-à-vis entry qualification.
Study in Colleges

Chart 19: Academic Withdrawal and Franchising
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Analysis of the academic withdrawal rates for full-time students following franchise (college delivered) provision in the LLN’s Higher Education Institutions indicates that the withdrawal rates are lower for vocational entrants than for learners who have entered with a traditional entry profile (2.8% compared to 3.3%). Conversely, the figures are reversed for institution-based learners where the withdrawal rates for vocational students are 3% higher for vocational learners.
POLAR2

Chart 20: Academic Withdrawal and POLAR2
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Chart 20 shows how the academic withdrawal rates vary for different quintiles of POLAR2 with Q1 being the lowest participation quintile. The gap between A-level only and vocational entrants is between 2.4% and 2.8% for the three lowest quintiles but is above 3% for the quintiles with the highest participation in HE where the withdrawal rate for A-level only entrants falls.

Academic Withdrawal and Age, Ethnicity and Gender

Chart 21: Age and Academic Withdrawal
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Young entrants (20 years old or younger) constitute the overwhelming majority (87%) of first year entrants so it is not surprising that the academic withdrawal rate for this age group is similar to the overall withdrawal figure for vocational (4.6% for young entrants compared with 4.9% for all ages) and A-level entrants (1.6% compared with 1.9% for all ages) producing the same ‘gap’ of 3% points.
Withdrawal rates are higher for the Young Mature but the differences between vocational and A-level only entrants are much smaller (0.7%). Mature students, whatever their pattern of entry, have much lower withdrawal rates and the gap between A-level entrants and vocational entrants is much smaller (1.2%) than the headline figure of 3% points. 
The academic withdrawal rate is higher for vocational entrants for all the major ethnic groups but the gap between the two is much smaller than the headline figure of 3% points for Whites (1.8%) and Blacks (2.1%) though it is higher for the Asians from the sub continent.
Academic withdrawal rates are lower for female entrants than males for all entry pathways. So part of the understanding of differences in withdrawal rates is that males constitute a much higher proportion of vocational compared with A-level entrants. This difference is magnified further because the gap between withdrawal rates for vocational entrants and A-level entrants is much higher for males (3.7% points) than for females (1.6% points).
Chart 22: Ethnicity and Academic Withdrawal
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Table 2: Withdrawal and Gender

[image: image44.emf]Year 1 GAP

FT A level only Vocational TOTAL A level - Voc

Female 1.3% 3.0% 1.6% -1.6%

Male 2.5% 6.2% 3.3% -3.7%

TOTAL 1.9% 4.9% 2.4% -3.0%


Assessment of Relative Effects

Vocational students are more likely to study HND/C and FD awards, to come from disadvantaged communities and to have lower tariff points. All of these features are associated with lower academic withdrawal rates for all entry routes. Thus the headline figure of the difference in academic withdrawal rates is misleading because it reflects both the mix of awards being studied and the varied tariff point score profile of different entrant types. When more ‘like for like’ comparisons are made the difference between A-level and vocational entrants is reduced. Chart 23 shows the gap in percentage points between vocational and A-level entrants with nearly all measures showing a smaller gap than the headline difference of 3 percentage points.
Chart 23: Summary of the ‘Gap’ Between Vocational and A-level Only Entrants
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In a similar manner the gaps for the various categories of age, ethnicity and gender can also be viewed – see Chart 24. In many cases a like-for-like comparison shows smaller differences between vocational and A-level entrants although there are exceptions (e.g. those from the Asian sub-continent and Males). 
Chart 24: Academic Withdrawal Summary
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3.4 First Year Full-time Students - Withdrawal for Personal/Financial Reasons

Overall Picture

Chart 25: Personal and Financial Reasons for Leaving
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Vocational entrants are more likely to leave for personal and financial reasons than their A-level only counterparts. The gap (2.1%) is not as large as with academic withdrawals and is smaller still when compared with all entrants (1.6%).

Award Studied

Chart 26: Awards and Personal and Financial Reasons for Leaving
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There are higher rates of leaving for HND/C and FD awards for all entry routes. However vocational entrants have higher leaving rates than A-level only entrants but the gap is smaller for degree awards.
Socio-economic Classification

Chart 27: NS-SEC and Personal/Financial Reasons for Leaving
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There is little difference between the NS-SEC groups but vocational entrants have a higher rate of leaving.

Deprivation and Academic Withdrawal

Chart 28: IMD and Personal/Financial Reasons for Leaving
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Vocational entrants have higher leaving rates for all quintiles though the difference for the 40% most deprived is quite small. The leaving rate for A-level only entrants is not very sensitive to the quintile of deprivation. However there is a tendency for vocational entrants to experience higher leaving rates as the degree of deprivation declines. This contrasts with the correlation associated with academic withdrawal and warrants further exploration.
Study in Colleges

There is generally little difference in the leaving rates for all entrants between studying in Colleges and HEIs. Vocational entrants have a slightly lower leaving rate when studying in colleges.
Age, Ethnicity and Gender Withdrawal for Personal and Financial Reasons

When age, ethnicity and gender are considered vocational entrants generally have higher rates of withdrawal for Financial and Personal reasons than A-level entrants. The differences are much smaller than those observed when examining differences in Academic Withdrawal rates however.

Chart 29: Personal and Financial Reasons for Leaving
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Chart 30: Left for Financial/Personal Reasons FT Year 1 (Age)
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Chart 31: Left for Financial/Personal Reasons FT Year 1 (Ethnicity)
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Chart 32: Financial and Personal Reasons for Leaving FT Year 1 (Gender)
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3.5 Full-time Students – Completion of Awards

Successful Completion of Awards

Chart 33: Entry Routes and Successful Completion of Awards
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In many cases there is little difference in the successful completion rates (i.e. those who gained the intended or higher award) between traditional and vocational entrants. Chart 33 displays the success rates for different awards and different years of the programmes. The difference in Year 3 of the UG degree is in part explained by the greater tendency of vocational entrants to study on sandwich programmes.
Degree Classifications

Chart 34: Degree Classification 
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Chart 35: Degree Classification and Deprivation
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Chart 34 shows the distribution of degree classifications for vocational and A-level only entrants. It shows that there are a smaller proportion of vocational entrants who gain first and upper second class degrees. Chart 35 shows that the degree classification obtained is correlated with the extent of deprivation of domicile of entrants. Vocational entrants are relatively more likely to come from disadvantaged backgrounds.
Chart 36: Degree Classification, Entry Routes and Deprivation
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3.6 Part-time Students – Academic Withdrawal Rates

Part-time study is relatively more important to vocational entrants than to traditional entrants with A-levels only. This section briefly examines academic withdrawal and personal and financial reasons for leaving. It suggests some different findings to those described for full-time students.
Overall Picture 

In contrast to the full-time position, there is a smaller academic withdrawal rate for vocational entrants then for traditional entrants. The ‘gap’ is almost exactly reversed.

Chart 37: Academic Withdrawal and Entry Routes (Part-time)
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Award Studied

Vocational entrants have lower withdrawal rates on FD and HND/C awards but still have a slightly higher withdrawal rate on undergraduate degrees.

Chart 38: Academic Withdrawal and Awards (Part-time)
Socio-economic Classification

Chart 39: Academic Withdrawal and NS-SEC (Part-time)
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NS-SEC 4-7 group have higher withdrawal rates for all entry routes and whilst there is little difference between vocational and A-level only entrants for NS-SEC 1-3, the rate is higher for vocational entrants for NS-SEC 4-7[image: image59.wmf]0%
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Deprivation and Academic Withdrawal 

Academic withdrawal rates for all part-time entrants have a similar correlation to deprivation of the community of the domicile of students as full-time entrants (see Chart 40). Vocational entrants have a lower academic withdrawal rate for most IMD quintiles of deprivation (see Chart 41).

Chart 40: Withdrawal and Deprivation    Chart 41: Entry Routes and Deprivation
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Study in Colleges 

Vocational entrants have a much lower academic withdrawal rate when studying in a franchised college, than A-level only entrants, and also have a lower rate than vocational entrants studying in a HEI. Academic withdrawal rates in the HEIs are broadly the same for both types of entrant.
Chart 42: Academic Withdrawal and Franchising (Part-time)
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Age, Ethnicity and Gender

Chart 43 summarises the academic withdrawal rates for part-time students. In many instances the academic withdrawal rate is higher for A-level entrants than vocational entrants – the reverse of the picture for full-time students. Even where the withdrawal rate is higher for vocational entrants the difference is in most cases smaller than the headline gap figure for full-time students. 

Chart 43: Academic Withdrawal: Age, Ethnicity and Gender (Part-time)
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Vocational entrants have lower rates of leaving for personal and financial reasons than all other entry routes (see Chart 44). Chart 45 shows that although there is a higher leaving rate on HND/C, vocational entrants have a lower leaving rate on FD and undergraduate degree awards.
Chart 44: Personal and Financial Reasons for Leaving (Part-time)
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Chart 45: Personal and Financial Reasons for Leaving (Part-time)
[image: image11.wmf]0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

12%

FD

HND/C

UG

Personal & Financial reasons for Leaving 

-

Part

-

time

A level only

Vocational


When age, ethnicity and gender are considered vocational entrants generally have higher rates of withdrawal for financial and personal reasons than A-level entrants. However, this disparity is much smaller than that observed when examining differences in Academic Withdrawal rates. 
Chart 46: Left for Financial/Personal Reasons PT Year 1 (Age)

[image: image12.emf]0%

1%

2%

3%

4%

5%

6%

7%

Young Young Mature Mature

Left for Financial/Personal Reasons - FT Year 1 

(2005/08)

A level

only


Chart 47: Left for Financial/Personal Reasons PT Year 1 (Ethnicity)
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Chart 48: Financial and Personal Reasons for Leaving PT Year 1 (Gender)
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Chart 49 presents an overview of the financial and personal reasons for withdrawal of part-time students. In nearly all cases a higher proportion A-level entrant’s leave for financial and personal reasons.
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Chart 49: Left for Financial and Personal Reasons (Part-time)

3.7 Part-Time Students – Completion of Awards

The distribution of degree classifications for part-time students is somewhat different to that of full-time students. Whilst in both cases vocational entrants have a lower proportion of upper seconds than traditional entrants, and a higher proportion of lower seconds, part-time vocational entrants have a higher proportion of firsts and a lower proportion of thirds (see Chart 50).
Chart 50: Distribution of Degree Classifications and Entry Routes
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3.8 Comparison with Other Universities

How do these findings for the LLN compare with other universities?  The study included a comparison with a sample of full-time entrants of other English universities.  The ‘headline’ withdrawal rates between vocational and A-level entrants for a sample of universities was similar to that of the LLN (see Chart 51). Vocational entrants had a higher academic withdrawal rate although not quite a high as the LLN.  However, as pointed out earlier during the analysis of quantitative data, headline figures can be misleading and this is particularly the case given the diversity of UK universities.
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Chart 51: Comparison of Academic Withdrawal

The relative importance of different entry pathways tends to vary with the type of university.  Chart 52 shows vocational entrants form a higher proportion of all entrants in the Million+ group (5.4%) compared with other universities and for the Russell group in the sample vocational entrants only accounted for 0.7% of all entrants. In contrast A-level only entrants are the overwhelming majority (82%) of entrants to the Russell group but account for 56% of entrants to Million+ universities.  The LLN has a particularly high proportion of vocational entrants (11%) and relatively low proportion of A-level entrants (51%).

Chart 52: Comparison of University Groups
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The same conclusion concerning the relationship between deprivation and entry routes observed in relation to the LLN is found with the larger sample of universities.  The distribution of quintiles of deprivation (with Q1 being the most deprived) is correlated with entry routes (see Chart 53).  The more deprived the background of entrants the higher the proportion of vocational entrants that come from this background. The reverse is true with A-level only entrants. Hence 33% of vocational entrants come from the most deprived quintile (Q1) and only 14% from the least deprived quintile (Q5). These figures are roughly the mirror image of A-level only entrants: 14% from Q1 and 30% from Q5.
Chart 53: Comparison of University Groups
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Chart 54 shows the relationship between deprivation and university groups for the most deprived (Q1) and least deprived (Q5) quintiles. For A-level entrants coming from the most deprived areas the proportion is lowest for the Russell group (8%).  The LLN has the highest proportion coming from the most deprived quintile.  The relative proportions are reversed when the least deprived quintile is considered: 40% of A-level entrants to the Russell group sample come from the least deprived backgrounds (Q5) in contrast to the LLN with 24%. The background of vocational entrants differs far less between university groups. The proportion coming from the most deprived quintile are more than twice the proportion coming from the least deprived quintile for all university groups.
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Chart 54: Deprivation and University Groups
The relationship between academic withdrawal and deprivation (for both vocational and A-level entrants) observed for the LLN is found as well with the larger sample of universities (see Chart 55). The gap for academic withdrawal between vocational and A-level entrants does vary between university groupings – the lowest for the Million+ group, higher for other universities and highest for the Russell group.  The LLN which itself is a mixed group was slightly lower than the other group but higher than the Million+ sample.  It have been expected that the gap would be closer to the Million+ group given the size of this type of university in the LLN.  In part this may be explained by the higher proportion of entrants from more deprived with the LLN compared with the Million+ sample.
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The other factor affecting retention that was examined was those leaving for personal and financial reasons.  Again a similar pattern is observed across the university groups – a higher rate of leaving for the vocational entrants compared with A-level entrants.  The LLN has a greater gap then the Million+ but lower than that of the Russell group (see Chart 56).
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Chart 55: Deprivation and University Groups
The comparison of a sample of other universities has shown that the main relationships and correlations identified in the study of the LLN are observed elsewhere.  The importance of the degree of deprivation in background is shown to be a strong factor determining the entry route and retention.

Chart 56: Personal and Financial Reasons

3.9 The Quantitative Findings in a Wider Context

This analysis of quantitative data has concentrated on the differences between vocational and traditional entrants defined in terms of A-level only. Whilst there is a pattern with full-time awards of vocational entrants having higher withdrawal/leaving rates from the first year of programmes, and slightly worse degree classifications in terms of the ‘headline’ or summary figures, it should be emphasised that this arises in part because of the profile of vocational entrants compared with that of traditional entrants. Vocational entrants are more likely to come from disadvantaged backgrounds and it has been shown that withdrawal and leaving rates are correlated with disadvantaged backgrounds for all entry pathways. Vocational entrants are also more likely to study awards that have higher withdrawal/leaving rates for all entry routes. Furthermore vocational entrants are more likely to have lower tariff points and these too are also correlated with retention and success rates.

In certain ways concentration on the differences between vocational entrants and traditional entrants (A-level only) has been a study of two extremes. Moreover, there are some entrants who do not fit into either category. The comparison of vocational entrants with all entrants generally shows that differences in terms of withdrawal and leaving rates are much smaller or are reversed (See Chart 57). Compared with ‘All Entry Routes’ vocational entrants have about the same withdrawal rate on FDs and lower rates on HND/Cs. Indeed, although the withdrawal rate on UG degree programmes is higher for vocational entrants than all entrants the difference is smaller than between A-level only and vocational entrants. It should also be noted that entrants from Access programmes have a higher withdrawal rate on HND/Cs than vocational entrants and have a smaller gap than A-level only entrants on UG degree awards.
Chart 57: Academic Withdrawal and Entry Routes
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It should also be noted that the picture emerging from the study of part-time programmes is quite different from that of full-time awards. Furthermore, the study has also shown that gaps in the retention and success rates of all entry routes exist between those entrants coming from the most disadvantaged backgrounds (and those from the least disadvantaged) compared to the gaps between vocational entrants and traditional entrants.

3.10 Recommendations and Conclusion – Quantitative Data
It is clear from the analysis of the quantitative data that the overall relationship between entry profile and retention is a complex one and that it is far too simplistic to say that vocational learners have significantly less good outcomes in terms of non-completion. We have seen that factors such as programme type, entry scores and mode of attendance are important. Perhaps most powerfully of all, it can be seen that vocational learners are significantly more likely to be drawn from the lowest socio-economic groups with the highest level of multiple deprivation. The comparison of a sample of other universities has also shown that the main relationships and correlations identified in the study of the LLN are observed elsewhere.  The importance of the degree of deprivation in background has been shown to be a strong factor that impacts upon entry routes and retention.
Some important findings that have been noted in the analysis of the quantitative data include:

· Vocational entrants who study on franchised programmes in colleges tend to have a slightly lower withdrawal rate than traditional entrants.

· Vocational entrants are more likely to leave Year 1 FT and sandwich awards than traditional entrants.
· There is very little difference in the completion rates of vocational and traditional entrants except that the latter do have a higher completion rate on Year 3 of undergraduate awards.

· The distribution of degree classifications on FT awards shows that vocational entrants have a lower proportion of first and upper seconds than traditional entrants but this too is correlated with deprivation.

· The findings for part-time students are different and in many important ways reverse the position of full-time students. Vocational entrants have lower rates of academic withdrawal and leaving for personal and financial reasons. Vocational entrants have a higher proportion of firsts and a lower proportion of thirds than traditional entrants. 
4. QUALITATIVE APPROACH
4.1 Method
Ethical Considerations 

The project was overseen by an Advisory Group which included relevant specialists and practitioners who have an interest in the retention of students in HE. Full ethical approval for the study was given by Staffordshire University. There were no apparent risks to individuals as a result of participating in this research.
All data was stored securely in accordance with the Data Protection Act (HMSO, 1998).  Back up transcripts and questionnaire data will be stored on CD-Rom and will be kept in a locked cabinet.  Paper questionnaires will be kept in a locked cabinet.  Code numbers will be assigned for use within the project to protect participant’s anonymity. Permission will be ascertained to use direct anonymous quotations. Real names, raw, analysed and demographic data will not be associated with any participant. In addition, any identifying features occurring on the questionnaires will be removed on receipt and any identifying features arising from focus groups and interviews will be removed during transcription of the recording.  Furthermore all data was exclusive to members of the research team.  

All data, tape-recordings and transcripts will be retained for a minimum of five years after completion of the project and then destroyed (Joint Information Systems Committee, 2003).

All participants received an information sheet (Appendix 1) and informed consent form (Appendix 2) and written informed consent was received from all participants. 

Access

All the institutions involved were approached to ascertain whether any access permissions were needed; where necessary participants were invited to ‘opt in’ to the study, thus retaining their anonymity if they chose not to be involved (Appendix 3). At one HEI learners were given a learner enrolment form when they enrolled which included a section about being contacted for research purposes, only those who had agreed were approached. 

Sampling 

Four of the universities in the Network were involved in the project and four colleges picked to represent the Network including large and small colleges, rural and urban areas, and those in more and less affluent areas.
The questionnaire was sent out to all withdrawn HE vocational learners in the participating institutions and included invitations to be interviewed (on the informed consent form). 

Current HE vocational learners in the participating institutions were purposively sampled for interviews and focus groups from participating institutions to include vocational learners doing higher education courses in one of the LLN discipline areas who have remained on programme after the first year. This was a convenience sample of two FECs and two HEIs.
Staff for focus groups and interviews were purposively sampled from all the HEIs participating in the project and a convenience sample of three FECs involved in the project to include staff that had an interest in retention and staff who are currently teaching vocational learners. 
Recruitment of participants continued until data saturation had been reached.

Participants 

Questionnaires (n=644, responses received 16) were to all vocational learners who withdrew from HE programmes in the past two years, at partner institutions involved in the project.

Interviews were carried out with vocational learners who had withdrawn from HE programmes (n=4).
Interviews and focus groups were carried with vocational learners who had remained on programme after the first year (n=26). 

Focus Groups and interview were carried with staff either delivering HE or who were ‘strategic stakeholders’ (n=25).
Location 

Current or former learners and staff from Stoke on Trent, South Staffordshire and Ludlow Colleges and Telford College of Art and Technology, Harper Adams, Keele, Staffordshire and Wolverhampton Universities were invited to participate. Focus groups were held at the institution of the learner of member of staff. Interviews were conducted over the telephone.

Materials

The questionnaire for HE learners who had withdrawn included both open and closed questions (Appendix 4). An interview schedule was used for those learners who respond to the invitation (Appendix 5).

A focus group schedule was used for current HE and FE learners (Appendix 6), and a focus group/interview schedule was used for HE and FE staff (Appendix 7).
Reliability and Validity

Reliability and validity for the questionnaires and interviews and focus groups with withdrawn learners were examined by triangulating the findings to ensure that the themes show convergence and exploring any contradictions if necessary. Data from a ten percent sample of interview/focus group participants were analysed independently by a second researcher to establish inter-rater reliability. 

Analysis 

The quantitative data from questionnaires were analysed using descriptive statistics. Qualitative data from the questionnaires, focus groups and interviews was thematically analysed in order to identify the common themes and any contradictions. 
4.2 Results - Interviews and Focus Groups
A high level of inter-rater reliability was found was found in the ten percent sample of interviews/focus groups analysed independently by a second researcher.

The thematic analysis of the data resulted in seven main themes which are illustrated using examples of quotes from the participants. The quotes used are derived from each of the groups of participants: vocational learners who withdrew from HE programmes, current vocational learners, teaching staff and strategic stakeholders.
Differences and Similarities between Groups
Differences between Vocational and Traditional Learners 

I: So are the reasons vocational learners leave different from traditional learners?

P3 (HE Staff): I think absolutely.
I: And do you notice any difference when you’re teaching them?
P3 (HE Staff): Absolutely, they are brilliant students, I love having them, they’re so engaged with the material, so engaged with the class, their attendance is much better, generally speaking. They’re very responsible, if they’re not going to come, they’ll usually e-mail to say, you know I’ve got a meeting at work or my child is ill or whatever...always engaged with the material always willing to participate, want to learn new things. At the end of the day they say oh I wish is what going on longer even though they’re completely exhausted. They’re fantastic. From the point of view of the lecturers, it’s a fantastic teaching experience.

I: Is that different better or different?
P4 (HE Staff): Better I think, it enables them to see why we’re teaching them what we’re teaching them, if we can link it to the placement and to practice for them which is the key thing really. They want to come on the course, they want to be a nurse, they want to be a midwife or a paramedic or a social worker, and they know they need to know the theory but they need to know why they need to know the theory. So they often, if we just give them an afternoon of physiology straight, they often really struggle with it, but if we can link it to a patient’s problem, it often makes much more sense to them because they can link it to a patient they may have nursed. 

P6 (HE Strategic Stakeholder): I think there is, if I could use the school uniform syndrome, you know how if you go, everyone’s the same if they all wear the same school uniform. To some extent I think that certain types of vocational learners, because of their other experiences, see themselves as a negative model rather than a positive model.
P24 (Strategic Stakeholder): I mean the skills needs are different, totally different I think. Eighteen and nineteen year old kids need to learn how to get organised, whereas actually people from other routes, mostly it’s concerns about writing, if I was to grossly generalise, would you say the same?
Similarities between Vocational and Traditional Learners

P8 (HE in FE Staff): The information we send, I don’t think it’s any different to the information we would send out to any other students, it isn’t differentiated. 

P4 (HE Staff): All learners get the same baseline information and opportunities to access their personal tutor, some may take it up more than others, but that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s only those who’ve come in with non traditional education that take it up.
P18 (HE Staff): But I don’t know that that affects traditional students any more then vocational students.

P27 (HE Staff):  Only up to a point, because I think very often formal assessment finishes quite late in the formal semester, so it’s still quite late when they get their first bit of feedback when staff are doing it quite well, so I think for all students, and this isn’t specific to mature or vocational or anybody else, I think they all want to get some good feedback … in the first two or three weeks …
Similarities in Withdrawal

I: What are the main reasons that vocational learners leave their courses?
P8 (HE in FE Staff): I do not know, I simply do not know, no research has taken place, we don’t have, as I said most of students who are vocational learners come into levels two and three and I have no idea if there significant number of students who withdraw. I suspect, I can only give you my suspicions...that they will withdraw for exactly the same reasons as all the others, and these reasons are a very wide spectrum aren’t they?

I: What are the main reasons that vocational learners withdraw from your courses?
P4 (HE Staff): It could be finance, family, personal is a category that they’ll often use when they don’t want to say. It can be academic failure. Those would be the key ones I think.
I: And would you say that was the same for traditional learners, same sorts of reasons?
P4 (HE Staff): Yes. Certainly the University Retention Strategy Group, those are the kinds of reasons that they give as well.
P24 (Strategic Stakeholder): [Referring to reasons for withdrawal] Although, I suppose that is an issues both for eighteen and nineteen year olds and for mature students and those two are way more important than anything else. 

I: And what about learners who come from a vocational background, maybe if they’ve done an NVQ or BTEC coming onto more traditional courses, is there anything that springs to mind around their retention?
P54 (HE Staff): I don’t think we’ve got any evidence in the school that demonstrates that those students drop out anymore than other types of students. 

Motivation to Enrol

Career Development

P5 (HE Strategic Stakeholder): Secondly I think that there are increasing opportunities to gain higher education qualifications in vocational areas, so that’s obviously a plus in terms of career development.

P33 (HE in FE Learner): Well it opens, you can branch out, because I don’t want to be a social worker, I want a degree in social work, I’ve no interest in being a social worker whatsoever. But it opens so many doors of all the things that I could go into. 

P43 (HE in FE Learner): Hopefully to gain and HNC, to help with work.

P44 (HE in FE Learner): The same really, career

P45 (HE in FE Learner): What they said.

Relevance to Job Role

P3 (HE Staff): We have courses that are work-based learning oriented. The titles clearly link what we teach to people’s work practices and then as they learn of the, start to enquire about the course, they realise there’s really good links between theory and practice in our courses and they can use what they use in the classroom, about applying to their work.

P5 (HE Strategic Stakeholder): Either that the course is in an area that they are already studying in or are working in or in other words it’s a natural progression from. 

P11 (Strategic Stakeholder): Those who have actually done vocational courses previously are attracted to practical courses where they’ve got a combination of taught elements, also practical skills development, where they can actually be assessed on their practical skills in addition to their academic work, particularly within healthcare professional roles...

P13 (Strategic Stakeholder): I guess it’s generally the relevance to their work. These sorts of courses we tend to design in conjunction with employers and with professional bodies, often credit rated, often accredited by professional bodies and will help people directly with their careers, their progression.

IAG Accessed Before the Course

Good IAG 

P4 (HE Staff): I think they get all they need, certainly the professional awards, the key message to get across is the extended academic year, the extended hours that they have to spend per week. So those are messages that we’ve been working with for a long, long time, I think we’ve got that right, both for traditional learners and those coming from widening participation.

P13 (Strategic Stakeholder): We certainly try and give them as much as we can. I think generally speaking we do attempt to provide vocational students and students with as much information as we can to make them aware of the commitment that they’re making in terms of the time and the effort and plus the support that we provide once they’re on the course.

I: Did you contact the university?
P20 (HE Learner): Yes, because I applied a little bit later than normal, you know it finishes the 15th of October and I applied a little bit late, and I called them first to ask them. It was at the beginning of the course, so they take students even later too. They offered me a lot of information; they were very, very helpful.

P54 (HE Staff): And from both the discussions they have with possibly their friends and neighbours who come here or from their experiences of either telephoning, or coming to open days or come to see our staff, is that they’re quite impressed by the response that they get and they find the staff friendly.
Not Enough IAG before the Course

I: So you weren’t given the right or enough information before you started the course?
P17 (HE in FE Withdrawn Learner): I realise that now, although at the time I thought I had all the information.
I: So it’s about the people on the course communicating with you about what the course entails and what support is there?
P17 (HE in FE Withdrawn Learner): Yes, that would have been much, much better if I’d had that all up front.

P24 (Strategic Stakeholder): And I think people who are coming in with non conventional qualifications, there’s probably more of a gap actually, because then there’s no, I imagine that there’s no particular sense in which they’ve had the kind of conversations that we’ve just been talking about, in terms of what it’s going to be like, sources of support... 

P29 (HE Learner): No I never knew about it, until my tutor had, because I did my access course and she told us about it, I never knew anything about it. As soon as she said there’s a new course we’ve started doing then I looked into it myself. So I didn’t get the information I had to do it all myself. 

P47 (HE in FE Learner): No, it would have been helpful to know what we were actually doing, we weren’t told until we came, in the first few days, so we didn’t know what books to buy or anything. We weren’t given a list of what subjects we were doing so we could go out and buy material and read it before we started.

IAG Accessed During the Course

Good IAG

P2 (HE in FE Training Provider): Yes we have one to one tutorial slots with all our HE students, that’s a time when we look at targets, make sure they’re ok on the course and offer any support that they need.

P13 (Strategic Stakeholder): Again all students have personal tutors, and personal tutors are trained within the university policy and guidelines and there is just this ongoing attempt to keep students engaged.

P20 (HE Learner): A tutor would certainly point me in the right direction or at least try to. The staff here are very, very open to any questions, common sense ones obviously! About the counselling services, they are there and I have used them, and they are very helpful. The learning services they are also there...obviously I went there and they helped me a lot but obviously I didn’t really need that much help. It’s there and it has an open door policy like every other part of Keele. If I had a choice to go back to UCAS and choose any other university, I would choose Keele.

P26 (Strategic Stakeholder): So now that that is actually operating, it does mean that everyone does have someone to go to as a first port of call, who they will know, who can point them into various directions. We’ve steered away from identifying students by the backgrounds, saying because you’ve got this toe of background you ought to go onto this type of support. We discussed doing that, and it’s left at the moment for the tutors to pick up on issues, point people in the right direction, I think that’s fine.

General Support

P4 (HE Training Provider): Personal tutor support and they can be referred to counselling, they can be referred to student union if there are financial issues, the advice centres, all of that kind of thing, occupational health if there are any health problems.

P10 (HE in FE Staff): We’ve got a careers department, there’s a counselling service which they’ve got access to and with have students with learning difficulties or disabilities and they’re assessed whether they have support in class, or whether they have extra time or whether they have a reader in class. Over the years we’ve had quite a few, different support in place for them.

P18 (HE Training Provider): We are certainly sector leading and I think one of the best around pastoral support. We have a pastoral support team in our student services department who essentially know every student, know exactly where they live, what they do, what they get up to and will give pastoral support to them. And support and work with the academic team in terms of making sure those students are retained, and it’s that team approach to pastoral support which is good.

P53 (HE in FE Learner): My parents moved away, so I’m living down here on my own now, they helped out with sorting out the council tax, obviously being single person living in a home down here, then you have to pay council tax. They helped me providing forms and stuff. 

Not Enough IAG during the Course 

P23 (HE Training Provider):  On arrival are there packs of information that detail student support, so that everyone gets it, it’s equitable? And is that enough? Has anyone really analysed what materials students are getting on arrival?

I: Is there any further information you feel you need that you’re not getting.
P34 (HE in FE Learner): Yes, especially when we’ve finished this we need to know whether we need to do that, the honours top up. Because we just want to be able to do that.
P33 (HE in FE Learner): Yes you can do that...we’ve still got two years to do...
P33 (HE in FE Learner): We were told we could do another, was it just a top up?
P32 (HE in FE Learner): Just a twelve month top up.
P33 (HE in FE Learner): Because I’m doing it part-time it’s going to take me three years, three to four years part-time, but if I go full-time...
P32 (HE in FE Learner): Are you talking about a social care degree?
P33 (HE in FE Learner): It used to be applied social studies.
P35 (HE in FE Learner): We don’t know whether isn’t going to be available yet.
P33 (HE in FE Learner): But at the moment it’s not.
P35 (HE in FE Learner): But it might be otherwise we might have to take a break. 

Study Skills

Although Study Skills can be considered within IAG, it was such a large theme that it is discussed independently. 

Embedded Study Skills

P9 (HE in FE Staff): Again depending what progression they’re going onto, if it’s something like an FD, they would normally have a study skills module embedded in it. In fact having said that I think a lot of our undergraduate programmes now have some sorts of study skills embedded whether it’s an individual module or whether it’s embedded in a range of modules, so they encounter those. 

P15 (HE Learner): Yes we had loads on referencing and the correct way to write essays, the structures and everything. If I hadn’t have been able to that I don’t know how I’d be able to do any of the degree that’s coming up. Now that I’ve done the foundation year and seen what we’ve done, I don’t think I would have been at the right standard at all for this coming September.
I: Would you say that was one of the most useful parts of the course?
P15 (HE Learner): Definitely the work on referencing, essays, research, all the basics. 

I: And were those taught to you in tutorials?
P15 (HE Learner): Yes...we had to do essays and portfolio work which just proves that we could do the work...where we’d gone wrong.

P20 (HE Learner): Well we had a specific module about that; we had communication skills, learning skills development, a module that covered these issues. 

Additional Study Skills Support

P3 (HE Staff): We have things that we can offer them; we can offer one on one tutorials in addition to written guidance...and the university also has study skills advisors the students can go and see in person.

P9 (HE in FE Staff): Certainly I know at Staffs University, we’ve had a project which is HEFCE funded for study skills support staff which work on a one to one basis with learners that identify that they may want support, so I know that happens. 

P33 (HE in FE Learner): Well I have access to student study skills at the university, I haven’t actually accessed it, but I was going to...but I’m just in the process of rearranging, about the referencing, that’s what I’m hoping to. I think they give you about an hour. 

P54 (HE Staff): In the first point obviously the tutors might say you might want to go to your study skills advisor or you need help with this et cetera, et cetera. But there’s information on the web, the student’s union put information, the learning centres put information out, so they do actually get access to the pointers from more than one source. 
Learners Need More Help with Study Skills

I: Do they get study skills support while they’re at the college?
P1 (HE in FE Staff):  They certainly do for the foundation degree yes, but NVQs you don’t really. We assess them at the beginning; do basic skills assessment with them. If they don’t score highly enough on that then skills are offered to them, to access them. But the study skills for NVQ it’s much more different, there’s no requirement that they write essays in the format that you would at university, so although it’s given a nominal level like four or leadership and management level five, which is equivalent to first or second year degree level. The reality is that no way anywhere like in a degree, the academic rigor isn’t there for an NVQ, it doesn’t have to be there. They have to provide evidence of their knowledge of why they do something, but there’s no requirement that it should be footnoted or done in a academically rigorous way.

P2 (HE in FE Staff): I think that referencing is one of the key problems that students have.

I: Have you had support with going to the library, referencing?
P41 (HE in FE Learner): No-one’s really taught us to do that really, it’s new to us really, we’re just...
I: So you could perhaps do with some more study skills?
P41 (HE in FE Learner): Yes, if you’ve never been shown it’s difficult.
P43 (HE in FE Learner): Stuff like how to set out your bullets.
P41 (HE in FE Learner): Some are more computer literate then others I suppose. I suppose we know each other really we’ve been here almost two years.
I: So you give each other support?
P41 (HE in FE Learner): Presentations...we all got through though, you live and learn.

Withdrawal

Work/Life Balance

P3 (HE Staff): It usually tends to be the work/life challenge. People find it difficult to manage the university stuff on top of very demanding jobs. A lot of people come in from the third sector particularly where they’ve got very demanding jobs, so it’s that kind of balance and all that. And I’ve just had one lady withdraw form a course, she’d attended all the sessions, and done all the learning tasks and then needed to write the final essay, but been sent to a conference or something, so she’s not going to have, her work have made her do this, even though they paid for the course but she’s not had time to write the essay. So there are things about demands of work, overwhelming.

I: How are you assessed in the course?
P40 (HE in FE Learner): Exams and coursework, exams every twelve weeks. There is quite a lot of...and exams really. There is more pressure because we’re at work as well.
P43 (HE in FE Learner): Especially when you work forty odd hours at work as well, obviously you’ve got to put the time in.

P55 (HE in FE Withdrawn Learner): And also, commitment at home, I find although when I look into the distance I think oh yes, I’ve got that time, I’ve got that time, something generally crops up that I need my time, somebody within the family like my father, he’s eighty-six, I’ve got two children, twenty three and twenty going to university as well. 
Change in Personal Circumstances

P1 (HE in FE Staff): One was pregnant and didn’t return back after maternity leave, two have done that actually.

P38 (HE in FE Staff):  And redundancy, there’s been one or two of them who’ve been made redundant so as a consequence of that they haven’t been able to continue. There was also a couple last year that had to move area because a particular company closed down and relocated, so they couldn’t study because of the distance.

P47 (HE in FE Learner): There circumstances might change as time goes on, you might have to work full-time, or support yourself, because Mum and Dad aren’t.

P52 (HE in FE Learner): Just changing, you might decide you want to do something different.

Culture Change

P7 (HE in FE Staff): In my opinion a lot of the vocational qualifications, for example BTEC national have no examined element in them at all. And essentially we’re not allowed to cap the number of attempts a learner has by awarding bodies, anybody who is prepared to keep going on a BTEC national will get there eventually and that’s part of the reason that a lot of the vocational learners go that route, it’s because they don’t like exams, they don’t thrive in exam conditions, they don’t perform well in exam conditions. So colleges take them out of the exam environment, pat them on the head and say go there, go and do nice vocational qualifications that’s equivalent to A-levels, it will get you into university and then when they get to university they can’t avoid the examined element. And so we tell them that there is an examined element, they have it written down, that it’s a combination of different methods of assessment including assignments, exams, presentations and group work. But it doesn’t seem to hit home until they actually come to prepare for the exams, and in spite of being told to revise, they don’t, in spite of being exposed to a variety of revision techniques, some of which they may have used before which they probably haven’t been exposed to in their GCSE career. They just don’t.

P9 (HE in FE Staff): Higher education is, even though we say it isn’t, the way it’s delivered, the way it’s assessed, it still has quite an academic learner in mind and I suppose it’s difficult to say anything other than vocational learners sometimes struggle because the model they are moving into isn’t a model that hasn’t been designed for them. What I’m saying is the traditional model which prevails when learners move into HE is you’ve come from a reasonable academic route otherwise you wouldn’t be here and therefore we’re going to do it like this. And I know that has changed quite a bit and I think it’s changed particularly in favour of people like BTEC learners but I’m not sure how much it’s changed for other types of vocational learner, therefore if it hasn’t changed significantly, that progression is always going to be traumatic for certain groups of learners.

P13 (Strategic Stakeholder): If you’ve got students who haven’t been to university it can be a bit of culture shock sometimes and they just will struggle with that whole approach to learning and teaching. And whilst we try to make sure that assessment and that is relevant, then being assessed course, they still need to do the assessment to complete the course. It is different to it being a training course when you get a certificate of attendance. It is very much something that you need to prove that you’ve picked up this knowledge and understanding during the course? 

P26 (Strategic Stakeholder): I agree with the comment about culture, one of the students who came into the foundation year this year, I can’t remember which course it was, it was a vocational course, one of the more vocationally oriented students, and she struggled with the first semester and had a long chat with me around about Christmas time, and I asked her what the issues were and she said that one of the big things was at the FE college the tutors were more like one of you, whereas coming to university there’s a bigger divide, there’s the lecturers and there’s the students, she found that difficult to come with for quite a while, even though the foundation year does have group tutorials once a week, we put those in place, because we’ve got rather a lot of vocational and  no traditional students and they need that, but even in that environment, people are still struggling with that divide.

Support 

P17 (HE in FE Withdrawn Learner): ...my original tutor left on maternity very shortly after I started the course, and I presume al her students were allocated to another tutor, and I actually didn’t get on with at all well. She wasn’t very supportive; she wasn’t particularly helpful if you had a question, it was very much bounced back at you with no sort of suggestions to how to get the answer you were looking for. And it got to the point where I actually did say to the particular tutor that I wanted to have a different tutor because I didn’t feel that we could work together. And after I did that the attitude changed slightly and they became a little bit more, sympathetic isn’t the right word, a little bit more understanding of how difficult it is actually to study at home when there’s nobody else round you. But it did improve, but not greatly.

P35 (HE in FE Learner): And I find, or found, that the marking is different as well, which is quite irritating. Somebody would give you a really good mark, and then you’d get another lecturer and they’d mark it differently and penalise you for a lot of grammar and things that the previous had never mentioned.
P33 (HE in FE Learner): And bullet points, I didn’t know, but one lecturer doesn’t like them but they never said before.
P35 (HE in FE Learner): I think I lost ten percent of marks on one assignment because they’d marked it differently and it was to do with spelling and grammar. It wasn’t flagged on the previous one then you’re not aware you’re doing it wrong. It’s not consistent...it’s definitely not consistent.

P34 (HE in FE Learner): We got the first two back and this is the forth module that we’re doing and we’ve just had the first two that we handed in. It’s not on that isn’t...
P36 (HE in FE Learner): We had an assignment and we hadn’t had any lessons and we hadn’t had any handout on it had we? And we still had to do it and we had to have it in. We’ve kind of been left up to ourselves really, to do a lot. 
P35 (HE in FE Learner): Despite having different lecturers...
P34 (HE in FE Learner): For are first assignment we had it in for November and we had it back in the week we broke up for Easter, and the second one. 
P35 (HE in FE Learner): We’ve been quite lucky.
P34 (HE in FE Learner): The thing is, what’s the point of having a deadline on as assignment if they’re going to take months to mark it?
P32 (HE in FE Learner): Within four weeks, you should have it back.

P49 (HE in FE Learner): Literally the library’s very poor.
P46 (HE in FE Learner): It has not very many university books.
P49 (HE in FE Learner): It’s easier to go and buy them from somewhere like Amazon...

Not what was Expected

P17 (HE in FE Withdrawn Learner): The course actually wasn’t what I was expecting it to be. It did seem very basic considering the information I had been given prior to staring it.

P24 (Strategic Stakeholder): The two things are the wrong choice of course, and that also includes the wrong choice of university, I want a big city with nightclubs.

P29 (HE Learner): Travelling, a few left because of travelling to their placements. But then again you get asked at the interview of if you’re ok to travel.

P37 (HE in FE Staff):  I think there may be the odd one or two that maybe it isn’t quite what they thought it’s going to be, no matter what information you give to that person, they’ll come along and they’ll say this isn’t what I thought it was going to be.

Study Skills

P9 (HE in FE Staff): I think again it depends on what vocational areas they’ve come from, but I would again suspect that some learners would probably have trouble with literacy and numeracy skills if they were needed as part of their HE, simply because the way they may have been assessed at their level three provision would have been very different from how they are expected to perform in an HE context. So I guess...I do think a lot of learners would struggle with that sort of thing.

I: Before you started the course had you had any teaching in study skills?
P17 (HE in FE Withdrawn Learner): Not specific to study, no. My job that I’m currently doing does involve presentations to board members and things like that so I’ve got experience in that but not actually in essay writing.
I: And whilst you were on the course did they officer you any study skills support?
P17 (HE in FE Withdrawn Learner): Not directly, and it was only about six months into my studies that I actually found out that all of this was offered via Staffordshire University and not the National Design Academy, and I hadn’t been given any prompts to make sure I logged on regularly to the university website where I apparently had my own sort of inbox with all this information which had been e-mailed to me. And when I actually did log in eventually, I had something like fifty e-mails from the actual university which I just hadn’t know about. I hadn’t been given any of this information. I was led to believe it was all through the National Design Academy and I would have to go to them for everything I wanted, when in reality, the university was actually probably offering better support then the Design Academy, which was annoying because obviously I’d lost six months worth of actual help.
I: Did you have anything about answering exam questions?
P29 (HE Learner): We did one mock like the week before, but we didn’t have a clue did we? 
P31 (HE Learner): We just didn’t know what was going to be in it. Not answers obviously, we had no idea.
P29 (HE Learner): We had no idea. 

Unable to Manage Studies

P10 (HE in FE Staff): Our withdrawal’s really low, it’s, I could give all different reason really. They can’t cope with the course; you know they’ve found a full-time job; mainly they can’t cope with the course I would say. 

P29 (HE Learner): ...I think that’s why many people have dropped out, because you don’t realise how intense the course is.
P28 (HE Learner): There were fifteen to begin with.
P29 (HE Learner): Yes and we’re down to five.
I: So that it to do with the information you got beforehand?
P31 (HE Learner): Yes, we think just people think it’s easy at uni, and I think this is the only course that it isn’t easy and you have to come home every night and have to do your homework every night.
P30 (HE Learner): And placements as well, yes. I don’t know they can change that but the way they receive new students into placement...because they just look at you and you feel so lonely, because in theatres they’re all like friends and they know each other.

Solutions

Relevant IAG before Starting the Course 

I: So if you could have used AP(E)L so you didn’t have to do the whole of the first year, do you think that would have improved your experience?
P17 (HE in FE Withdrawn Learner): Definitely would have done, yes because a lot of what I was being given as my work, I had already previously or I was already able to do. Basic things like perspective drawing, I’ve got a qualification in that. And some of it I found, I mean I know you have to apply I across the board, and lots of people to come to the studies without having had any prior experience, but I wasn’t given the option of opting out of any of it which might have been more useful for me. But I didn’t know anything about that (AP(E)L) at all and no-one asked me whether I had any previous knowledge although I had studied with the institute previously, so they did have background knowledge on me, so they maybe should have picked up on that and actually asked me when they asked me to enrol. 
I: Is there anything that would make this course more attractive to you?
P32 (HE in FE Learner): Probably a clear outcome at the end, from the start. I think we’ve just been unlucky really with the two previous lecturers we had when we started that obviously we were given misinformation, it was just bad luck on our case really.

P37 (HE in FE Staff):  I think with the foundation degree in social care there have been issues in the past. The fact that they thought they were doing something that they weren’t, I think that was wrong information initially, but now I think that it’s a lot more focussed on what they can and cannot do.

P49 (HE in FE Learner): I think the module handbook should be given to us two to three weeks before we actually commence the module. You’d know what books to go out and buy, the structure and the very first lecturer you went into you wouldn’t be running blind. Literally, you turn up with a piece of paper and a pen. And that’s when you find out what you’re going to go and study.
I: Would it be useful if the module handbook was online before you started the course?
P51 (HE in FE Learner): Just generally available, somewhere we could access it.
P48 (HE in FE Learner): Some of them have started, have gone up this semester, when we started there was nothing.
Relevant, accessible IAG during the Course 

P22 (HE Staff): We probably do quite a lot in terms of actually providing support for students. What we try to do is rather than singling out any particular group to give special or extra support to, we try to make sure that there’s a good range of support systems in general. And all students know that if there’s anything...they know they’ve got their personal tutors they can speak to or they’ve got their award tutors, the e-mentoring scheme, they also know about the faculty guidance advisor as well, so there’s several different people they can turn to depending on what they issue is, depending on how comfortable they might feel talking to different people. Some student’s don’t have a problem coming and talking to their tutor about anything, no matter what it is, others still think, well it’s nothing to do with the academic and they’ll probably not be interested, so they can go to the faculty advice officer, or they can shoot of a message to their e-mentor, they can have a look to see if there is any other sort of guidance services, support service, where there might be people who might be able to have a chat.

I: So, like a website with links?
P29 (HE Learner): Yes.
I: And what sort of information would you like to see on that?
P30 (HE Learner): Maybe to say like for starters, just to start at the beginning, information for all...basically as if you’re teaching somebody who doesn’t know anything.
I: So things like campus maps, room numbers, what to expect from assignments and exams. What about study skills information that is available online but would it be handy to have it in that central?
P30 (HE Learner): Yes.
I: You could have you lecturers as well, with little homepages, so that would be quite useful?
All agree ‘Yes’
I: So as you progress, do you find you get the information you need as you’re coming into your second year?
P30 (HE Learner): Yes, I think it knowing where to look for what you want now as well. We’ve figured out, if you look under this bit, you can find.
P28 (HE Learner): We’re starting to understand.
P30 (HE Learner): Getting round that to start with was a bit tricky, you thought you had to read everything as well, you had to look at everything, whereas if you just had one website with the bits that you did need to know without going through fourteen links to get to it.
I: What can we do to help learners to get to that information?
P54 (HE Staff): That’s a jolly good question.
I: If you answer it, I won’t need to do anymore research at all!
P54 (HE Staff): Yes, if I knew the answer, I could clearly do something different couldn’t I? What do we need to do? I think the information is there, I think the information is widely accessible and in lots if different forms. I think what possibly could improve how students consume that information is at that personal contact level. So saying it’s on the web, saying it’s in the prospectus, saying it’s on this handout or that leaflet, I think easily is where it could get lost or be missed. What will help sell that story or information is having the personal contact of an individual who either talk through or discuss the questions, it’s that personal contact.
Study Skills

I: Is there anything that you think would be useful that perhaps they’re not getting at the moment?
P5 (Strategic Stakeholder): Well probably around the whole notion of what studying at higher education means and the difference particularly between HE level study and the way an NVQ might be structured, or national diplomas.
P18 (HE Staff): The one thing that I haven’t mentioned that I should have mentioned is that we have had an enormous problem, a really enormous problem, like sixty percent wastage, because of mathematical ability, and we put a big project in place to provide mathematical support, and a student numeracy tutor and drop in sessions. We used to test every first year student for numeracy when they came in, and that made an enormous difference. So if was suggesting an approach for other HE institutions, I would say get the numeracy thing dealt with first and then get some pastoral support in. I’m responsible for the first year communications module, where we confront the different levels of literacy and things like using the library. The level of literacy our first year, the students at HE, can be shockingly appalling, I mean we really do start, lecture one is this is a sentence, it starts with a capital letter and ends with a full stop. And you know spelling is important. So it is something that can make a big difference, and I suspect on the more traditional course where students are jest given work to do, then they could suffer enormously. We do a lot of work in terms of trying to get them up to speed, bullying them, cajoling them, frightening them, all those kinds of techniques. 

P23 (HE Staff):  I wonder whether there’s scope, you know we have clubs and societies, if there was like a study skills society or club, to make it more inclusive, more fun really. Because it can be quite daunting and alienating to think, oh I need to earn referencing or whatever. So if it was like, you know students as an individual on the course could meet up with others at the beginning of the term. And say it was term by term, and it because like a club and you made friends there as well.
P24 (Strategic Stakeholder): I think what you call it’s really important because I think anyone can, I could use study skills, perhaps if someone would tell me how to manage my time, that would be really great. But actually getting all sorts of students involved so that they can learn off each other would be the most useful thing to do. But study skills isn’t the term, it needs to be.

Flexible Delivery

I: Is there anything we could do to make courses more attractive to vocational learners?
P5 (Strategic Stakeholder): I would have thought that we need to make them much more flexible in terms of access, so increasing part-time, you know in the sense that a lot of vocational learners will be continuing jobs and may not be wanting to study full-time HE. So I would say mode and flexibility of awards.
I: And do you think there is anything we could do to make vocational courses more attractive to learners?
P9 (HE in FE Staff): Again I think it depends on the type of vocational learners you’re talking about. I guess if you were going to the far end, advanced apprenticeships et cetera, I would imagine the more part-time they are, the more they mimic what they’ve already done in terms of teaching and learning and class contact. I would imagine that would attract them.

P12 (HE Learner): The foundation year I didn’t think was very flexible to mature students with children. A lot of the classes didn’t finish till seven, after school clubs close half five, quarter to six, and I found that really difficult. I wish they could have the classes a bit earlier. I think the foundation year just get the lecturers teaching when they’ve done everything else. That was quite difficult. 

P42 (HE in FE Learner): Cut down on the course work. I’ve done courses before this and they ran from September to around June or July, where this course runs from September to May, so you’re losing give or take ten weeks teaching hours.
I: So would you prefer to be taught across that, so you were taught a little bit less intensely but all year round?
General agreement
I: And a reduction in amount of assessment?
P42 (HE in FE Learner): But obviously because they follow the university guidelines, they finish in about May, whereas higher educational colleges go up to end of June time.
Respond to the Cultural Change from FE to HE

P1 (HE in FE Staff): Once you get into HE you’re not having the baby sitting that you might to in college. In college in, they probably shouldn’t be given more time than somebody doing the same course at university but they probably are. The tutors are more accessible. University lecturers might have one office hour a week, they don’t get the support at university that a college is able to give somebody. Or because you’re smaller you’re more visible more available to people. 
P6 (HE Strategic Stakeholder): It’s about appropriate learning at appropriate times, and we don’t all fit in to that, let’s all do it at eighteen, lives overtake us and so forth. There was one other thing, cultural differences, that was the other thing, when you and I were talking I didn’t have in my head a particular type of learner from a cultural background, but actually that’s another transitional route, is that some types of learners from different cultural backgrounds actually need different types of support. And so there’s a trick!
I: It wouldn’t be one size fits all?
P6 (HE Strategic Stakeholder): Absolutely not.

P9 (HE in FE Staff): Again I would imagine HE delivered in FE tends to be a little bit more supportive around that sort of thing because they’re dealing with smaller groups of learners and they’re more used to learners having those particular sorts of needs whereas I think HE is less, not less supportive, but it has a tradition of, and expectation that learners will be already at that stage and the focus is their subject.

P25 (HE Learning Support Officer): One of the things that I think, and I guess it’s slightly anecdotal, but just from working in both sectors, is the kind of belonging and community things that are fostered in FE. People have tutorial groups once a week, so there’s quite a clear sense of cohesion early on, and there’s more people to work for, more people to potentially let down, and more of those kind of internal motivation things going on, that’s what I would earmark as a possible reason for those differences.

Self-Confidence

I: Would you say that a lack of confidence is one of the reasons vocational learners withdraw?
P6 (HE Strategic Stakeholder): Yes, absolutely...whereas actually what we’re trying to do, especially in HE, is expose people to, failure is the wrong word and I hope that you will write it in a different way, it’s about exposure to experimentation, exposure to risk, where actually risk taking is an integral part of the learning. You don’t have to fall into a pit, all you have to do is stand at the edge of the pit and look into it. When you actually get over the edge sometimes you find that there’s a rope ladder. But some people just aren’t even prepared to get to edge to look over. It’s about confidence in learning.
I: So it’s not the academic ability so much, but the actual belief in themselves?
P6 (HE Strategic Stakeholder): Yes. So I think self-confidence, self-awareness, seeing risk as actually something that’s quite fun rather than something to be afraid of.

I: So how can we get over academic confidence?
P24 (Strategic Stakeholder): Give them top quality personal tutoring but there’s your problem.
P25 (HE Learning Support Officer):  But there’s quite a big difference as well between the vocational learners that are mature students and the vocational learners that are say BTEC background. I think that’s kind of...
P23 (HE Staff):  I think vocational learners that are mature, like the study skills course that we do, really benefit from meeting before the course starts. And what we’ve had is that the last time we ran this which was last August, they made a natural cohort themselves, they made friends before they started so when they started they felt so much more confident because the new people on the course already.
P25 (HE Learning Support Officer): The other thing about the mature student, the vocational learner, is that they compare themselves to the eighteen year old cohort and they always think that they know what they’re doing and that that they’ve got some kind of, well not always, that’s a bit strong, but I’ve quite often come across that people are anxious because waiting around for exams and the kind of people who are fresh out of college just seem to know what to do, and they don’t quite realise that some of that is just the way eighteen year olds are. And I guess people doing BTEC would probably also have those concerns but maybe for slightly different reasons.
P23 (HE Staff):  I think the other thing about the confidence question is this whole business about early formative feedback and really nailing this one and actually getting people to understand the positive, early confirmation that, this is for all learners, that they are good enough, they can work at this level. Whereas I think traditionally, a lot of students have got no feedback till February, starting in October, so I think we need to pay attention to that as we are beginning to do it’s crucial. 
P25 (HE Learning Support Officer):  And I guess they would have regular, formative assessment and feedback in college and to lose that, it becomes a leap of faith, till February that’s. And when you’re paying your fees as well, it’s not just an academic confidence it’s a financial investment.

Manage Expectations

P14 (Strategic Stakeholder): It’s not just managing expectations... it’s making sure that the experience meets or ideally exceeds their expectations and that’s when people have a positive experience, so if you do that successfully the people are less likely to withdraw I would have thought.
I: Do vocational learners get enough information before they start their course?
P18 (HE Staff): They didn’t do originally and we had a problem, we had a very distinct problem with vocational learners and not knowing what to expect. So we know lay it on with a trowel when we interview, we interview all candidates, and when we interview them we really emphasise what the course is about and the fact that it isn’t taking ... to bits but it is HE. 

P22 (HE Staff): I’m not sure, I think for some of them, until they’re actually sitting in class, it doesn’t hit them what they’re taking on until they’re actually sitting there by eighteen year olds, and suddenly there’s somebody twittering on at the front using all sorts of terms, they think sound awfully complicated and they’re never going to get to grips with et cetera, et cetera. They just feel incredibly out of the comfort zone or something.

P25 (HE Learning Support Officer):  It might be a case about managing their expectations and that kind of match of what they’re after and the reality of the course that they are doing...

Be Responsive

I: So that must be quite complicated then when it comes to going on field trips?
P12 (HE Learner): It is and they have allowed me, there’s a three week geology field trip next summer and I am allowed to not partake in it, I have to do a project here instead.

I: Oh that’s good. 
P12 (HE Learner): They gave me the choice. 
I: But the university have got an alternative for you?
P12 (HE Learner): Yeah their quite happy for me to do a project locally, so that’s good.

I: So the CTTLs course will fit in better with you work-life balance?
P19 (HE in FE Withdrawn Learner): Definitely, yes, yes. It was just a bit too much for me to take on at the time, that’s all. 
I: And will it still equip you with what it is that you needed?
P19 (HE in FE Withdrawn Learner): Definitely, most definitely it will do.
I: Before you stated in your courses, do you feel like you had enough IAG?
P19 (HE in FE Withdrawn Learner): Yeah definitely, definitely, they were fantastic the tutors were. I just think I made the wrong decision jumping onto CTTLs rather then DTTLs. I was advised by my tutor, because once I’d finished the DTTLs programme I would finish on level four, so my tutor told me I could fast-track onto CTTLs. I just think it was a bit too much for me at the time really, I think on reflection I should have gone onto CTLLs the DTTLs.

P22 (HE Staff): Not specifically, some of them, they’re older, they’re maybe mature students, they may have childcare issues that they’ve got to juggle and things like that. And sometimes when we take them on residential field courses we made need to make alternative arrangement for them because they may not be able to attend the full course or the hostel type accommodation we might use, they don’t feel is appropriate. Ten bed dorm rooms with nine eighteen year olds, sometimes we arrange accommodation in a local B&B or a single room, similar to the staff.

P24 (Strategic Stakeholder): I just think it would be really brilliant, it is a problem that a lot if people would like to get over actually just not understanding what’s happening beforehand and I’m sure that’s true at the other end as well.
P23 (HE Training Provider):  Sort of reciprocal placements for academics, teachers in both places.
I: That’s something possibly we could put a bid in.
P26 (Strategic Stakeholder): Well that’s the thing; if it’s funded then people could do it. You can’t do it without the funding. 

Be Relevant to Employment

P14 (Strategic Stakeholder): It’s got to be relevant in terms of industry and where the world in going, it’s got to be future facing, you’ve got to have those connections and networks that I mentioned because if you’ve got that.

P48 (HE in FE Learner): A bit more hands-on, instead of a lot of theory ...
P47 (HE in FE Learner): Maybe even going on a trip somewhere and and see how it’s done in the real world, like go to...and see what they do for the day, that would be quite useful because then you’d actually be able to apply it. 
P50 (HE in FE Learner): We get a lot out of textbooks and that’s completely different to going out and actually applying it.

P54 (HE Staff): We’re going through a process, which you may have heard about, in that we’re revising and rewriting our while undergraduate curriculum, which is university-wide, and obviously within the school we’re engaging with that process. And one of the themes, if you like, in that is trying to be more engaging around a while series of vocational issues, not just attracting people onto vocational courses or making our courses more vocational, trying to make sure that there is an element in all of our courses that includes employability.

4.3 Results – Questionnaires
Questionnaire data were collected from two HEIs (one HEI declined to be involved in this phase of the project and another was not able to collate the data within the timeframe of the research) and four colleges across the Network areas. I total 643 questionnaires were sent out, and sixteen were returned which represents a tiny response rate. Despite that the findings are presented here.
The age range of the participants was twenty-six to fifty-eight with the average age being forty-two. Twelve were female, three male and one declined to answer. Eleven learners had been enrolled on foundation degrees, two on teaching qualifications (PTLLS and DTLLS), one HNC, one HND and a diploma. Twelve participants reported that they are currently working, one has caring responsibilities for their partner, one has given up work for health reasons, one is unemployed and one retired. 

The participants stated a variety of reasons for withdrawing from their courses: intermitting or changing course, job offer, dissatisfaction with the course or the tutors, work/life balance and financial reasons. 

Four participants said they had not received enough IAG before the course.  Suggestions for more IAG included ‘fuller information about course content- hours of teaching needed before starting’ and ‘more practical information on what would happen on a day to data basis.’ Seven learners felt that they had not received enough IAG during the course and suggestions for improvement included ‘better communication in a more positive way- found tutor to be uninterested and unhelpful with queries’ and ‘some way of see more work from other students. So able to access if you work was taking the right direction.’ Five participants stated that they had received enough help with study skills and suggestions for more assistance included ‘I think it would be very useful for the tutor to contact each pupil 1:1 at the beginning of the course to discuss/advise as appropriate- each pupil will have different needs based on their previous experiences.’
Six learners were accessing their course via on-line delivery. Of those learners who accessed their courses face to face, none suggested that they would have preferred accessing the course differently, for example, as a blended course and four responded that they would not prefer this type of delivery. 

Of those that responded, eight stated they had received appropriate general support (for example careers advice and health and welfare support) while five had not. Their suggestions for further information included ‘better and more frequent tutor contact’ to ‘didn’t expect this kind of support’.

Participants gave a range of examples of what had attracted them to their courses mostly around personal and professional development. They also provided suggestions for making the courses more attractive including improved IAG and alternative types of delivery such as ‘day release’.

When asked what specific difficulties they had encountered responses ranged from pressures of time, lack of support and direction and lack of study skills.  Learners were asked what may have made them less likely to withdraw from their courses and their responses included more support and help with fee payment.

When asked about their future plans nine stated they were planning to go back into HE, four were not, two were unsure and one did not respond.

4.4 Discussion - Interviews and Focus Groups
The thematic analysis of the interview data resulted in seven main themes each of which also had a number of sub themes.

Differences and Similarities between Groups 

Differences between Vocational and Traditional Learners 

Participants discussed a number of differences between vocational and traditional learners including differences in their motivation to enrol, traditional learners being more able to cope academically and vocational learners benefiting from being able to apply their learning to practise, vocational learners managing better because they often avoid the upheaval of moving away from home, but perhaps struggling because they don’t feel like part of the crowd. 

Similarities between Vocational and Traditional Learners

Similarities included the type of information provided to learners, and the need for all learners to receive good quality, timely feedback. 

Similarities in Withdrawal

Interestingly participants didn’t feel that there were any particular difference in the reasons for learners withdrawing which suggests that any solutions adopted to improve vocational learners retention are likely to be beneficial to all students. 
Motivation to Enrol

Career Development

It is clear from the qualitative data that career development is very important either in terms of improving a current carrel or getting qualifications to succeed in a new career. Increasing opportunities to access vocational qualifications are improving people’s chance of career development. 
Relevance to Job Role

Participants discussed the opportunities afforded in vocational courses to improve practical, job related skills, 

Some participants also cited a number of other factors when considering motivation to enrol: type of course, flexible delivery, personal development, funding, course content and geographical proximity.

IAG Accessed Before the Course

Good IAG 

Many participants gave examples of good IAG available before enrolment from a number of sources, for example from tutors, websites, flyers and prospectuses and in both a FE and HE environment. 
Not enough IAG Before the Course

There were some examples of vocational learners not being able to get enough IAG before the course for example perhaps because they don’t perceive themselves as progressors onto HE courses, and it may also be dependent on course and college. There was also some examples of where learners stated that they had had found out once they were enrolled on their course that the information they had received was incorrect.

IAG Accessed During the Course

Good IAG

Again there were many example of good IAG both in HE and FE environments, but, interestingly, it seemed to come directly from tutors rather than any other sources. 
General Support

General support was seen to be freely available to vocational learners for example, careers advice, counselling, peer e-mentoring, advice around learning difficulties and disability, financial issues, occupational health, support around intermitting or withdrawing from a course. 
Not Enough IAG during the Course 

There were some examples where not enough IAG was provided during the course and again a lot of the discussion related to the example above where learners were enrolled on a course that didn’t appear to be meeting their needs. 
Study Skills

Although Study Skills can be considered within IAG, it was such a large theme that it is discussed independently. 

Embedded Study Skills

Participants gave many examples of where study skills teaching and learning was embedded in courses both in an FE and HE environment including communication skills, presentation skills, research , report and essay writing, referencing, 
Additional Study Skills Support

Participants discussed the additional study skills support that is available to learners, both in an FE and HE environment, including one to one tutorials, study skills advisors and centres, support from staff working in libraries, the student union and written and online materials.
Learners Need More Help with Study Skills

There were some examples where learners could do with additional study skills support including around referencing, IT skills and presentations skills. 

Withdrawal

This was the theme with the second largest number of quotes; reassuringly the theme with the most information was around solving the problem of vocational learners withdrawing from their courses. 

Work/Life Balance

Many participants discussed the tensions involved with maintaining a good work/life balance. Problems were generally around learners not having enough time to participate fully due to personal and professional commitments, 

Change in Personal Circumstances

A number of examples of personal circumstances were raised including pregnancy change in employment, redundancy and ill health.
Culture Change

Culture change in terms of moving from an FE to HE was cited by a number of participants in terms of contributing to vocational leaner withdrawal and this may be exacerbated if the learners are part-time. Although this was generally seen to be a problem when students moved into an HE environment, it could also pose challenges when learners accessed HE in an FE environment. 
Support

A lack of support both from tutors and more generally from the institution was given as a reason to explain vocational learners withdrawal. It is interesting that the quotes from this theme came entirely from learners rather than staff. 
Not what was Expected

It was suggested that learners may withdraw because the course they enrolled on was not what they expected, for example, the subject may not be right or the institution. Also the workload may be greater than expected. Conversely one withdrawn learner talked about her course being too basic for her needs. 
Study Skills

Despite the participants acknowledging that study skills were embedded in courses and also available from other sources too, number of participants stated that issues around study skills could cause problems for vocational learners. One problem may result from learners coming from a background where assessment is very different not being able to adapt to the assessment style in an HE environment. 
Unable to Manage Studies

Out if all the data there were only seven instances in total about vocational learners withdrawal being caused because learners were unable to manage their studies academically. Additionally the word fail was only used on one occasion.
Some participants also cited a number of other factors when considering withdrawal: self-confidence, a different offer, funding, motivation and rates of withdrawal.

Solutions

Relevant IAG before Starting the Course 

Participants talked about the importance of giving learners the right IAG before they enrolled on their course. One suggestion, made by a number of participants, was providing taster days and workshops for learners prior to them enrolling on HE courses. Also, is important to provide a clear outcome to the learners and provide their module handbook in advance to give them time to prepare. 
Relevant IAG during the Course 

Relevant, accessible IAG as learners progress through their course was also seen to be extremely important for example, letting the learners know that they can receive IAG from a variety of sources including their tutor, faculty guidance officer, and if a scheme is in place, e-mentor. It was suggested that having one place where links to all the IAG available, such as a website as a starting point, would make it easier for learners to access the IAG they need. This would allow learners to be focused on what IAG they needed at any given time. Another recommendation made was that it is important that IAG is presented in a way that is relevant, for example, rather then providing learners with all the information they need about writing an essay at the beginning of a course, this should be timed to be delivered in line with when learners start to think about their first essay. 

Study Skills

It was suggested that providing learner with the study skills they need at an HE level should be provided before they enrol on an HE course, for example, as part of a taster day. Of course this information would need to be re-presented in a timely fashion once learners had enrolled in line with the recommendation above. Information about study skills should be around literacy and numeracy, differences in assessment at HE level and exam techniques. One interesting idea was to perhaps make study skills something that could be learnt in a more social environment though a club or society.  
Flexible Delivery
Making delivery as flexible as possible was seen a possible solution to vocational learner’s withdrawal, for example offering more part-time opportunities, blended learning, distance learning. Another suggestion was that when face to face contact is involved it should be in a condensed form to allow learners flexibility, for example, with childcare. Another suggestion was to teach all year round, especially across the summer break. 
Respond to the Cultural Change from FE to HE

It was seen by many participants as extremely important to prepare learners for the culture change from FE to HE. Participants gave numerous examples of how the experiences learners had in FE were different, for example smaller class sizes, larger cohorts of learners on each course, more visible IAG. It was suggested that these advantages were gained by learners who study FE in an environment, but those who progress to HE may struggle with the change. Furthermore learners who progressed to HE within their current FE environment could benefit from already knowing the college, it’s tutors, sources of information and so on.   Additionally it was seen as important to acknowledge that learners coming from vocational backgrounds into HE may need a different type of support to those from traditional backgrounds. Several solutions were suggested around staff development involving reciprocal places for teachers in FE and HE to improve the link between the two environments. 

Self-Confidence

Another issue was that vocational learners may be lacking in self-confidence, and again opportunities for taster days were suggested as an opportunity for learners to form social groups that may increase their confidence.  Another suggestion was to provide formative feedback on assignments as early as possible. 
Manage Expectations

It was seen as extremely important to manage learners expectations, whilst encouraging learners to progress to HE it is important to also give a realistic impression of the positive and negative sides of HE; a ‘warts and all’ approach. This was seen as particularly important for vocational learners, because it was more embedded in the A-level experience. 

Be Responsive

Participants suggested that institutions need to be responsive to vocational learners in order to help them manage their work/life balance, for example in terms of allowing extensions to assignments, providing alternatives to residential courses, such a fieldwork, allowing learns to change their course if necessary.
Be Relevant to Employment

Participants suggested that courses need to be relevant to learners employment and perhaps include more ‘hand-on’ teaching and learning, such as visits to the workplace.
Some participants also cited a number of other factors when considering solutions: employer engagement, marketing, work/life balance, improved funding, relevant support and self-motivation.
4.5 Discussion – Questionnaires
Questionnaire data was collected two HEIs and four colleges across the Network areas. However, only a very small number of questionnaires were returned so the results should be interpreted with caution. 

However the results from the questionnaires mirrored the results from the interviews/focus groups and so further back up the findings. For example data from the questionnaires and interviews/focus groups suggest that a work/life balance can be a challenge to vocational learners and a lack of study skills may contribute to learners withdrawing.

4.6 Limitations of the Qualitative Study
This study has two main limitations, both of which need to be considered when interpreting the results. The first is the very low response rate to the withdrawn learner questionnaires, although this is ameliorated by the fact that the responses from the questionnaires mirrored the interview and focus group discussion, despite the fact these two parts of the study were carried out independently and with very different methodologies. 

The second concern is that the withdrawn learner sample was self-selecting. This means that the same is likely to be biased in terms of the likelihood of only certain groups of learners responding, perhaps those who feel particularly aggrieved by the situation. It may be that many withdrawn learners may not have felt motivated to respond and therefore their opinions are not included. However, by involving a selection of different participants, it is hoped that many views are included, and as stated before, data were collected until saturation was reached. 
There are a number of ways the response rate could have been improved. Firstly due to data protection restrictions the questionnaires need to go our anonymously to withdrawn learners, so the researcher provided each institution with information packs. This created two possible problems, reliance on goodwill from the institutions to distribute the packs and a lack of engagement from withdrawn learners because they effectively received what could look like ‘junk mail’. This was probably further reinforced because the packs had a considerable amount of information in them in line with ethical and data protection  guidelines, including an opt in letter, study information letter, two informed consent forms, questionnaire and a return envelope. To elevate this problem in future, it would be prudent to attempt to send the packs out to named participants, without jeopardising data protection legislation, perhaps by providing a small cash incentive to the institutions to add name labels to the packs. Additionally the contents of the pack could be streamlined and rather than LLN headed paper, as the LLN is likely to be an unknown body the withdrawn learners, it may be useful to use institutional headed paper as participants would have been familiar them. 
4.7 Recommendations and Conclusion – Qualitative Data
The project has resulted in a number of solutions which may help reduce the number of vocational learners withdrawing from higher education.
· Relevant IAG before starting the Course 

This could include taster days, workshops and relevant literature (e.g. module handbook) provided in advance of the course. 
· Relevant IAG during the Course 

Learners need to know that they can access IAG from a number of sources but it may also be useful to have one place links to all the IAG available, such as a website as a starting point; this should be clear and easy to navigate. It is also important that IAG is presented in a way that is relevant and timely, for example providing information around essay writing when learners start to think about their first essay, rather than at the very beginning of the course. Provision of up to date materials and/or information to tutors/lecturers on a regular basis enabling them to refer students to appropriate IAG resources, whether staff support or materials, or to provide the support to the students themselves. 

· Study Skills

This could be included in pre course taster days or workshops and should include literacy and numeracy, differences in assessment at HE level and exam techniques, and should be continued at relevant times and be widely accessible as learners progress through their courses. 
· Flexible Delivery

Part-time opportunities, blended learning and distance learning were all suggested as ways to meet the needs of vocational learners. Condensed learning, for example fast-track degrees, over shorter periods and teaching through the summer may also help.

· Respond to the Cultural Change from FE to HE

It is important to acknowledge that learners coming from vocational backgrounds into HE may need a different type of support to those from traditional backgrounds. Once solution could involve reciprocal placements for teachers in FE and HE to improve the link between the two environments, or joint staff development sessions. Another solution could be to embed some university experience into level three courses, for example university visits or using university facilities for some teaching. 

· Self-Confidence

Improved self-confidence may discourage learners from withdrawing and self-confidence could be improved by pre course taster days and workshops and also once learners are enrolled, by providing formative feedback on assignments at the earliest opportunity and providing strong pastoral support.

· Manage Expectations

Encouraging learners to progress to HE it is important to also give a realistic impression of the positive and negative sides of HE and this may also be achieved with taster days and workshops. Additionally it is important that courses are marketed appropriately.  

· Be Responsive

Be responsive to vocational learners in order to help them manage their work/life balance, for example in terms of allowing extensions to assignments, providing alternatives to residential courses, such a fieldwork, allowing learns to change their course if necessary. A range of approaches is needed to support student vocational learners.

From the qualitative research there are three main recommendations that the LLN could take forward: 

· That the LLN works closely with colleges and universities to raise awareness amongst admissions tutors, admissions teams and admissions policy makers of the successful performance of vocational entrants within the area’s higher education institutions.
· That the LLN links with existing student service and teaching and learning support networks and offers funding to improve the improve the visibility of sources of IAG, including study skills support, for learners so that vocational learners who may need additional support are better able to access this support.  
· Staff development to respond to manage learner expectations and the cultural change from FE to HE for example reciprocal placements for teachers in FE and HE to improve the link between the two environments, or joint staff development sessions.
It is important to note that many of the recommendations made would be valuable to both vocational and traditional learners. 
5.  CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This report has investigated the retention of vocational and work-based learners. The report has consisted of three main parts: a review of the existing literature, an analysis of quantitative data and analysis of qualitative data.
From the literature review several recommendations and conclusions can be noted. In particular it was recognised that that vocational learners need to be better prepared for the transition to HE, that institutions need to map the curriculum to ensure vocational learners are not at a disadvantage, that communication between FE and HE is important, that support services and information, advice and guidance are critical and that peer support can help isolated learners. It was also found that some authors have suggested that there is no one answer to the issues that surround learner retention and that perhaps it is time for educators to perceive withdrawal differently in the future. 
Analysis of the quantitative data used displays how the overall relationship between entry profile and retention is a complex one and that it is too simplistic to say that vocational learners have significantly negative outcomes in terms of non-completion. The quantitative data also displayed that vocational learners are significantly more likely to be drawn from the lowest socio-economic groups. Other important points that were found after analysis of the quantitative data include the fact that vocational entrants are more likely to leave Year 1 FT and sandwich awards than traditional entrants, that in the main there is little difference in completion rates between vocational and traditional entrants (apart from on Year 3 undergraduate awards) and that the distribution of degree classifications on FT awards shows that vocational entrants have a lower proportion of 1st and 2:1 degrees. The comparison of a sample of other universities has also shown that the main relationships and correlations identified in the study of the LLN are observed elsewhere.  The importance of the degree of deprivation in background has been shown to be a strong factor that impacts upon entry routes and retention.
Similarly, a number of conclusions and recommendations were also noted after the analysis of the qualitative data. These include ensuring learners have access to relevant IAG before starting (and during) the course, that learners are equipped with relevant study skills and can access their education flexibly (e.g. part-time learning opportunities), that provisions are put in place to help with the FE to HE transition and that learners expectations are managed effectively.  
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Information Sheet for Retention Research Project

Questionnaires

You are invited to take part in a research project being run by the Staffordshire/Stoke on Trent/Shropshire/Telford & Wrekin Lifelong Learning Network. 

This project has received Ethics Committee approval from Staffordshire University.

Before you decide it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will involve.  Please take time to read the following information carefully. You have been chosen to be invited to participate because you have been enrolled on an appropriate course. 

The Lifelong Learning Network is interested in retention of vocational learners in our area. We are carrying out some research to understand the local picture. The research involves a literature review, analysis of baseline data and a qualitative research study. 

There are no apparent risks to being involved in this research. The data will benefit learners as it will be used to make recommendations around engaging learners, curriculum development and progression agreements.

The project will involve you being involved in a questionnaire study. If you would prefer not to be involved in this study please ignore this request. If you would like to take part, please complete the informed consent form; retaining a copy for yourself and returning a copy to the researcher in the envelope provided.

If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to contact us:

Amelia Rout

Staffordshire, Stoke-on-Trent, Shropshire, Telford & Wrekin LLN

c/o Staffordshire University Beaconside Campus

Room C306, 3rd Floor Beacon Building

Stafford

ST18 0AD

Tel: 01785 353817

Email: a.c.rout@staffs.ac.uk
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Information Sheet for Retention Research Project

Interview
You are invited to take part in a research project being run by the Staffordshire/Stoke on Trent/Shropshire/Telford & Wrekin Lifelong Learning Network. 

This project has received Ethics Committee approval from Staffordshire University.

Before you decide it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will involve.  Please take time to read the following information carefully. You have been chosen to be invited to participate because you have been enrolled or teach on an appropriate course. 

The Lifelong Learning Network is interested in retention of vocational learners in our area. We are carrying out some research to understand the local picture. The research involves a literature review, analysis of baseline data and a qualitative research study. 

There are no apparent risks to being involved in this research. The data will benefit learners as it will be used to make recommendations around engaging learners, curriculum development and progression agreements.

The project will involve you being interviewed. The interview will be carried out at xxxx and will take approximately half an hour. 
If you would prefer not to be involved in this study please ignore this request. If you would like to take part, please complete the informed consent form; retaining a copy for yourself and returning a copy to the researcher in the envelope provided.

If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to contact us:

Amelia Rout

Staffordshire, Stoke-on-Trent, Shropshire, Telford & Wrekin LLN

c/o Staffordshire University Beaconside Campus

Room C306, 3rd Floor Beacon Building

Stafford

ST18 0AD

Tel: 01785 353817

Email: a.c.rout@staffs.ac.uk
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Information Sheet for Retention Research Project

Focus Group

You are invited to take part in a research project being run by the Staffordshire/Stoke on Trent/Shropshire/Telford & Wrekin Lifelong Learning Network. 

This project has received Ethics Committee approval from Staffordshire University.

Before you decide it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will involve.  Please take time to read the following information carefully. You have been chosen to be invited to participate because you are currently enrolled or teach on an appropriate course. 

The Lifelong Learning Network is interested in retention of vocational learners in our area. We are carrying out some research to understand the local picture. The research involves a literature review, analysis of baseline data and a qualitative research study. 

The data will benefit learners as it will be used to make recommendations around engaging learners, curriculum development and progression agreements.

The project will involve you being involved in a focus group. The focus group will be carried out at XXXXXX and will take approximately one hour. It will be possible to reimburse travel expenses, please e-mail Amelia Rout for a claim form.

If you would prefer not to be involved in this study please ignore this request. If you would like to take part, please complete the informed consent form; retaining a copy for yourself and returning a copy to the researcher in the envelope provided.

If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to contact us:

Amelia Rout

Staffordshire, Stoke-on-Trent, Shropshire, Telford & Wrekin LLN

c/o Staffordshire University Beaconside Campus

Room C306, 3rd Floor Beacon Building

Stafford

ST18 0AD

Tel: 01785 353817

Email: a.c.rout@staffs.ac.uk
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Informed Consent for Retention Research Project

Questionnaires

I have read and understood the information sheet, and have had an opportunity to ask questions. I understand that my involvement is voluntary and that I have the right to withdraw at any time without providing reasons and without my rights being affected. I understand that I can omit any questions that I prefer not to answer. I understand that the information I provide will treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as mine. I understand that information I provide may be looked at by the researchers involved in this project. I agree to be involved in this study.

If you would be happy to participate in this research, please sign both copies of this slip, and return one to the researcher in the envelope provided. You should keep the other copy for your records.

Signed……………………………………………………………………… 

Date………………………………………….

We are hoping to run an interview study to build on the results of the questionnaires. If you would be willing to participate, please provide your contact details so we can invite you to be interviewed.

Name:

E-mail:

Phone number (daytime):
Phone number (mobile):
Should you have any queries regarding participation in this research, at any time, or if you would like a copy of the research report, please do not hesitate to contact us. 

Amelia Rout

Staffordshire, Stoke-on-Trent, Shropshire, Telford & Wrekin LLN

c/o Staffordshire University Beaconside Campus

Room C306, 3rd Floor Beacon Building

Stafford

ST18 0AD

Tel: 01785 353817

Email: a.c.rout@staffs.ac.uk
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Informed Consent for Retention Research Project

Interview
I have read and understood the information sheet, and have had an opportunity to ask questions. I understand that my involvement is voluntary and that I have the right to withdraw at any time without providing reasons and without my rights being affected. I understand that I can omit any questions that I prefer not to answer. I understand that the information I provide will treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as mine. I understand that information I provide may be looked at by the researchers involved in this project. I agree to be involved in this study.

If you would be happy to participate in this research, please sign both copies of this slip, and return one to the researcher in the envelope provided. You should keep the other copy for your records.

I give permission for anonymised quotes to be used in research publications about this project.

Yes/No (please delete as appropriate)
 

I give permission for anonymised quotes to be for marketing purposes e.g. LLN website or newsletter.

Yes/No (please delete as appropriate)

Name:

E-mail:

Phone number (daytime):

Phone number (mobile):

Signed…………………………………………………………………….............

Date………………………………………….

Should you have any queries regarding participation in this research, at any time, or if you would like a copy of the research report, please do not hesitate to contact us. 
Amelia Rout, Staffordshire, Stoke-on-Trent, Shropshire, Telford & Wrekin LLN

c/o Staffordshire University Beaconside Campus

Room C306, 3rd Floor Beacon Building

Stafford, ST18 0AD

Tel: 01785 353817 
Email: a.c.rout@staffs.ac.uk
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Informed Consent for Retention Research Project

Focus Groups 

I have read and understood the information sheet, and have had an opportunity to ask questions. I understand that my involvement is voluntary and that I have the right to withdraw at any time without providing reasons and without my rights being affected. I understand that I can omit any questions that I prefer not to answer. I understand that my contribution will be tape recorded. I understand that the information I provide will treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as mine. I understand that information I provide may be looked at by the researchers involved in this project. I agree to be involved in this study.

If you would be happy to participate in this research, please sign both copies of this slip, and return one to the researcher in the envelope provided. You should keep the other copy for your records.
I give permission for anonymised quotes to be used in research publications about this project.

Yes/No (please delete as appropriate)
 

I give permission for anonymised quotes to be for marketing purposes e.g. LLN website or newsletter.

Yes/No (please delete as appropriate)

Name:

E-mail:

Phone number (daytime):
Phone number (mobile):
Signed…………………………………………………………………….............
Date………………………………………….

Should you have any queries regarding participation in this research, at any time, or if you would like a copy of the research report, please do not hesitate to contact us. 
Amelia Rout

Staffordshire, Stoke-on-Trent, Shropshire, Telford & Wrekin LLN

c/o Staffordshire University Beaconside Campus

Room C306, 3rd Floor Beacon Building

Stafford

ST18 0AD

Tel: 01785 353817

Email: a.c.rout@staffs.ac.uk
Appendix 3: Opt In Letters

Enquiries to:

Amelia Rout
Telephone:

01785 353545
E-mail:

a.c.rout@staffs.ac.uk
Date:



Retention Research Project 

OPTING-IN FOR RESEARCH

Staffordshire, Stoke-on-Trent, Shropshire, Telford & Wrekin Lifelong Learning Network are currently undertaking a research project, exploring the retention of vocational learners. We are keen to hear the views of Higher Education staff and learners.

Under the Data Protection Act, the project team is not permitted to write to you directly inviting you to participate within the research project. This letter therefore, is sent inviting you to “opt-in” to the research study. Participation is voluntary and if you do not wish to opt-in your wishes will be respected.

An information sheet and informed consent form regarding the research project are enclosed. Please read them carefully and if you have any questions about the project, please contact Amelia Rout directly, who will be happy to answer any questions that you may have. 

If you would like to participate in the research please complete the informed consent enclosed and return it using the stamped, addressed envelope.

Your choice not to participate within the study will be respected without question.  The information that you provide will be used only for the purpose of the study. It will be stored securely and destroyed after five years (Joint Information Systems Committee, 2003)

Thank you in anticipation of your assistance in this research.

NAME AND ADDRESS
Enclosed
Information sheet




Informed consent


Questionnaire


Stamped, addressed envelope

Appendix 4: Questionnaire for Withdrawn Learners
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Thank you for agreeing to complete this questionnaire.  It forms part of the research project being run by the Staffordshire/Stoke on Trent/Shropshire/Telford & Wrekin Lifelong Learning Network, the overall aim of which is to explore retention among vocational learners.
1.
Please state your age:

2.
Please state your gender:

3.
Please state you ethnicity:

4. 
Please state your city/town/village:

When answering the following questions, please consider the higher education course that you have withdrawn from.

5.
Please state the institution you attended:

6. 
Please state which course you were enrolled on:

 
 ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

7. 
Please state what you are doing at the moment e.g. working, studying

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

8.
Can you please tell us why you withdrew from your course e.g. transferred to another course, failed the course, started working, difficulty with study skills, health reasons, financial reasons,?

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

9.
Do you feel you received sufficient information, advice and guidance prior to the course starting?  ……  Yes/No

If not, what further information would have helped?

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

10. 
Do you feel you received sufficient information, advice and guidance during the course?  ……  Yes/No

If not, what further information would have helped?

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
11. Do you feel you received appropriate study skills advice during the course e.g. information about academic writing, referencing etc.
If not, what further information would have helped?

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
11. Do you feel you received appropriate general support during the course e.g. careers advice, health and welfare advice etc.
If not, what further information would have helped?

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

12. 
What attracted you to the course? 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

13.
Is there anything that would have made the course more attractive to you?

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

14. 
Was there anything that you found particularly difficult about the course? 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

15. 
Is there anything we could offer that would make you less likely to withdraw from your course?

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
16. 
Do you have any plans to enrol to go back to your course or enrol on a new Higher Education course? 
……  Yes/No go back to course
……  Yes/No start new course


If yes, what course and which institution?

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
17.
Any further comments?

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to contact us:

Amelia Rout

Staffordshire University

BL068 Blackheath Lane

Stafford
ST18 0AD

a.c.rout@staffs.ac.uk

01785 353545
Appendix 5: Interview Schedule for Withdrawn Learners
Interview Schedule for Withdrawn Learners

Checklist:


· Tape recorder and tapes /microphones / batteries

· Clock

· Have I received informed consent?

Introduction:

· ‘Icebreaker’ –introduction of researcher and project. 

· Format – Why we are here. Value of contribution. Agreement to tape recording. Stress anonymity. When we expect to finish. 

Topics for discussion

Theme 1.


Explore: Demographic data



What course were you doing?

Which institution?



What are you doing now?

Theme 2.

Explore: Withdrawal

Why did you withdraw from your course?

 eg transferred to another course, failed the course, started working, difficulty with study skills, health reasons, financial reasons, lack of social integration, education provider (FE versus HE), not ready/prepared for the course, not enough IAG, not on a level playing field with other learners, not engaged with other learners?

Theme 3.


Explore: Information, advice and guidance

Do you feel you received sufficient information, advice and guidance prior to the course starting?  

Do you feel you received sufficient information, advice and guidance while you were doing the course?  

If not, what further information would have helped?

Theme 4.

Explore: Course content

What attracted you to the course? 

Is there anything that would have made the course more attractive to you?

Was there anything that you found particularly difficult about the course? 
Theme 5.

Explore: Study skills

Did you have any academic study skills support before you started the course? How, where, by whom, how often?

What type of academic study skills support was available during the course eg support with assignment guidelines, time management, presentation skills, referencing, accessing library resources/online journals, maths, English, revision and study techniques? How, where, by whom, how often?

How were you informed about specific academic study skills support eg prospectus, welcome pack, induction week activities, leaflets, notice boards (located where?), website (which?), emails (from where?), peer mentors, lecturers, tutors, student union?
Did you access any of the academic study skills support? If yes- what did you think about it? If no- is it because you don’t feel you need it or because you don’t know what is available? 
Theme 6.

Explore: General support

What type of general support was available eg counselling, mentoring, support if any students require it due to any disability etc., specific support to part-time, mature or married students with children, careers, health and welfare etc. ? How, where, by whom, how often?

How were you informed about general support eg prospectus, welcome pack, induction week activities, leaflets, notice boards (located where?), website (which?), emails (from where?), peer mentors, lecturers, tutors, student union?
Did you access any of the general support? If yes- what did you think about it? If no- is it because you don’t feel you need it or because you don’t know what is available? 
Did you receive support from any other sources eg workplace, family, peers

Close Discussion

Is there anything we could offer that would make you less likely to withdraw from your course?
Have you got any plans to start a new higher education course?

Have you got any questions or comments?
Appendix 6: Focus Group/Interview Schedule for Current Learners

Focus Group/Interview Schedule for Current Learners

Checklist:


· Tape recorder and tapes /microphones / batteries

· Clock

· Have I received informed consent?

Introduction:

· ‘Icebreaker’ –introduction of researcher and project. 

· Format – Why we are here. Value of contribution. Agreement to tape recording. Stress anonymity. When we expect to finish. 
· Institute, course and previous qualifications, full or part-time
Topics for discussion

Theme 1.


Explore: Information, advice and guidance

Do you feel you received sufficient information, advice and guidance prior to the course starting?  

Do you feel you received sufficient information, advice and guidance now you are doing the course?  

If not, what further information would help?

What sources of information, advice and guidance do you know about? 

What sources of information, advice and guidance do you currently access?

Theme 2.

Explore: Course content

What attracted you to the course? 

Is there anything that would make the course more attractive to you?

Is there anything that you are finding particularly difficult about the course? How do you overcome this?
Is there anything we could offer that would help you with the course?

Theme 3.

Explore: Study skills

What type of academic study skills support is available eg support with assignment guidelines, time management, presentation skills, referencing, accessing library resources/online journals, maths, English, revision and study techniques? How, where, by whom, how often?

How were you informed about specific academic study skills support eg prospectus, welcome pack, induction week activities, leaflets, notice boards (located where?), website (which?), emails (from where?), peer mentors, lecturers, tutors, student union?
Have any of you accessed any of the academic study skills support? If yes- what did you think about it? If no- is it because you don’t feel you need it or because you don’t know what is available? 
Theme 4.

Explore: General support

What type of general support is available eg counselling, mentoring, support if any students require it due to any disability etc., specific support to part-time, mature or married students with children, careers, health and welfare etc. ? How, where, by whom, how often?

How were you informed about specific general support eg prospectus, welcome pack, induction week activities, leaflets, notice boards (located where?), website (which?), emails (from where?), peer mentors, lecturers, tutors, student union?
Have you accessed any of the general support? If yes- what did you think about it? If no- is it because you don’t feel you need it or because you don’t know what is available? 
Close Discussion

Have you got any questions or comments?

Appendix 7: Focus Group/Interview Schedule for Staff

Focus Group/Interview Schedule for Staff

Checklist:


· Tape recorder and tapes /microphones / batteries

· Clock

· Have I received informed consent?

Introduction:

· ‘Icebreaker’ –introduction of researcher and project. 

· Format – Why we are here. Value of contribution. Agreement to tape recording. Stress anonymity. When we expect to finish. 
Topics for discussion

Theme 1.


Explore: Information, advice and guidance

Do you feel vocational and work-based learners receive sufficient information, advice and guidance prior to their courses starting?  

Do you feel they receive sufficient information, advice and guidance when they are doing the course?  

If not, what further information would help?

What sources of information, advice and guidance do they tend to access?

Theme 2.

Explore: Course content

What attracts vocational and work-based learners to their course? 

Is there anything that would make their courses more attractive?

Is there anything they find particularly difficult about their courses? How do they overcome this?
Theme 3.

Explore: Study skills

What type of academic study skills support is available eg support with assignment guidelines, time management, presentation skills, referencing, accessing library resources/online journals, maths, English, revision and study techniques? How, where, by whom, how often?

How are learners informed about specific academic study skills support eg prospectus, welcome pack, induction week activities, leaflets, notice boards (located where?), website (which?), emails (from where?), peer mentors, lecturers, tutors, student union?
Do learners access any of the academic study skills support? If yes- what did you think about it? If no- is it because you don’t feel you need it or because you don’t know what is available? 
Theme 4.

Explore: General support

What type of general support is available eg counselling, mentoring, support if any students require it due to any disability etc., specific support to part-time, mature or married students with children, careers, health and welfare etc. ? How, where, by whom, how often?

How are learners informed about specific general support eg prospectus, welcome pack, induction week activities, leaflets, notice boards (located where?), website (which?), emails (from where?), peer mentors, lecturers, tutors, student union?
Do learners access any of the general support? If yes- what did you think about it? If no- is it because you don’t feel you need it or because you don’t know what is available? 
Theme 5.

Explore: Withdrawal

Why do vocational and work-based learners withdraw from their courses?

e.g. transferred to another course, failed the course, started working, difficulty with study skills, health reasons, financial reasons?

Is it the same for traditional learners of different?

e.g. reasons for withdrawal, numbers withdrawing etc.
Education provider (FE versus HE)?
Theme 6.

Explore: Experiences of teaching


How do vocational and work-based learners differ from traditional learners?


In what ways are they similar?

Is there anything else we could offer that would help learners with their courses?
What sort of study skills learning do vocational learners do once they have enrolled?

Do vocational learners access study skills learning before they start their course?

How can we encourage learners to progress to further HE, if appropriate? 
Close Discussion

Have you got any questions or comments?

� Please note that the original search resulted in four journal articles being included in the review. As this was an unexpectedly low number, these paper’s references were checked and a further two papers were included. The references of these papers were also checked but found to have no relevant articles listed. 
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