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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This project aimed to evaluate the planned new bridging module (Skills for Higher Education (HE), 15 credits, delivered either at HE level 0 or HE level 1) designed to encourage vocational learners to progress into and through to HE. 
Literature Review

A systematic literature review of peer reviewed journal articles was carried out to explore specific study skills/bridging courses for vocational learners, that are available nationally. A variety of databases were searched using a number of different search terms. Initially the literature review uncovered more than 10,000 hits, 103 full texts were read and eighteen met the inclusion and exclusion criteria. The articles were reviewed to identify the main themes by one reviewer and a random sample were reviewed by a second reviewer to establish inter-rater reliability showing high inter-rater reliability. A number of details were collected from each article where available eg background, main aims and main findings.
Some articles evaluated specific courses but not all articles were research based, some focused on describing and reflecting on initiatives. The authors of the articles highlighted a number of limitations including small sample sizes, uncontrollable variables and the lack of a control group. Furthermore the literature review highlighted a number of issues. There is a large amount of information missing including information about ethics, piloting, sampling method, sample type and size and gaps in the descriptions of methods and analyses gaps. Furthermore the vast majority of articles collected data from learners, only two collected data from staff and no authors collected data from employers. 

Scoping Exercise

This exercise was intended to look at the current provision of Skills for HE teaching in the Staffordshire and Shropshire area. There is a mixture of both courses designed for a specific range of progression pathways and those that are more general amongst the courses looked at, but they all have in common that they include some form of HE Skills teaching. It was found that ten institutions offer either Skills for HE type courses, or access courses; three offer one or more foundation courses or integrated foundation years as part of a degree course; and four offer a pre-access type course. In the majority of cases the study skills element was embedded within a course, for example and access course or foundation degree, but there were a small number of standalone study skills courses.
The scoping exercise illustrates that the courses are aimed at non traditional learners as a more flexible approach in regards to entry requirements, delivery times, and assessment methods makes it accessible to a much wider range of learners, such as those who have been out of education for some time or who have family/work commitments.
Focus Groups

Two focus groups were carried out with staff from the two colleges involved in delivering the course and staff from three of the universities in the LLN.  The focus group data were explored using thematic analysis. A portion of data was analysed by a second research illustrating good inter-rater reliability.

The thematic analysis of the data elicited eleven main topics including topics around barriers to learning, delivery, retention and progression. 

A really interesting theme was around the perceived problem with NVQ with the participants expressing their concerns that NVQ learners are viewed by other people as second class citizens, who are not academically able. 
Arguably the most positive theme from the data was the story of the way a particular learner had developed from being terrified at the outset of the course to being able to carry out her presentation at the end of the course and her readiness to progress to an HE course.
Questionnaires

A questionnaire study was carried out using two questionnaires given to learners: one at the start of the course and one at the end. The questionnaires employed both open and closed ended questions. The quantitative data were analysed using descriptive statistics; the main themes from qualitative data were coded to be grouped into common themes. 
Questionnaire data was collected from four locations: Stoke on Trent and Stafford FE colleges, Acacia Training and from two cohorts of learners at Staffordshire University. All forty-five learners on the course completed questionnaire A, questionnaire B was completed by thirty-nine learners- six were absent from the final session.
The pre course questionnaire showed that all learners were enrolled on the Skills for Higher Education course with most accessing it a Level 0, although fourteen learners accessed the course at Level 1. Additionally one learner was enrolled on a BTEC and nineteen were enrolled on foundation degrees (FDs), the rest accessed the course as a standalone module. All the learners not already in Higher Education wanted to progress to higher education with a range of courses mentioned  including the Diploma in Teaching in the Lifelong Learning Sector and nursing courses. Learners were drawn to the course for a variety of reasons including academic, personal and professional development. 
The post course evaluation showed that most learners found the CDRom, which included all the course materials, easy to use and useful. Examples of the best aspects of the CDRom included allowing learners to revisit topics at their own pace and encouraging self-evaluation and reflective thinking. Most of the learners found the course useful and the tutors approachable. Examples of the best aspects of the course included the academic content and the tutors. Most learners found the course assessment appropriate and reported the feedback from the assessment was useful. Overall the course was evaluated very positively, suggestions for change were very infrequent and all the learners would recommend the course.

Recommendations 

The literature review uncovered many recommendations made by the authors and further recommendations are apparent from the overview provided by the systematic literature review. Recommendations discussed include those around preparing learners, access to IT, planning, delivery and evaluation of courses and future research.

There is a variety of work that could be done to fill in the gaps found. For example is it is essential that courses such as the Skills for HE course are thoroughly evaluated and meet the needs of both learners and their employers. 
The scoping exercise illustrated that learners wanting to access information on similar courses may struggle to find relevant information as a lot of the information either is not readily available on the internet or in prospectuses or is not clearly presented.  Therefore the main recommendation from this exercise is that material is coherently presented both in paper and electronic form and kept as up to date as possible. 
Recommendations for consideration when planning the courses like the Skills for HE course for future cohorts include:
· In order to make these sorts of courses useful for learners it is important that they address any problems the learners may encounter such as fear, lack of academic skills, lack of IT skills or access to IT, cultural differences and practical constraints such as childcare, location and costs.

· Alternative modes of delivery should be considered, for example running the course over a shorter or longer time period, running the course at different times of day or at weekends, and running the course as a blended learning course. 
· Research needs to be carried out to assess whether this course and similar courses do have a positive effect on progression into HE and retention on to HE courses.
· Ensure that the course is designed in such a way that it can access funding wither from the LSC or HEFCE.

These recommendations would ensure that this course and others like it are accessible by a large cohort of vocational learners and would further engage learners into and through higher education.
INTRODUCTION
Aim

This project aimed to evaluate the planned new bridging module (Skills for Higher Education (HE), 15 credits, delivered either at HE level 0 or HE level 1) designed to encourage vocational learners to progress into and through to HE. The data will be used to make recommendations around engaging learners, curriculum development and progression agreements.

Research Questions

1. What similar bridging module/study skills courses are available nationally?

2. What similar bridging module/study skills courses are available elsewhere across the Network area?

3. What impact does the Skills for Higher Education course have on learners?

4. What are the learners’ opinions about the course?


5. What are further education (FE) and higher education (HE) staffs’ opinion of the course?

6. What are the opinions of learners who have not done a similar course?

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/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.

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.
The Skills for HE Module
The 15 credit Skills for HE module covers a number of topics such as research skills and techniques, developing critical thinking skills, academic writing, reflective learning and presentation skills. The course was assessed by portfolio, which the learners worked on over the course of the module. All the learners also had the opportunity to do presentation at the end of the course although this wasn’t assessed. Learners were also provided with a CDRom containing all the course materials to allow them to access information outside the classroom at their own pace. All the learners had one to one tutorials with the course tutor. 
At level 0 the course was run as either a standalone module or alongside a numeracy and literacy module which leads to a foundation certificate. At level 1 the module was embedded with a FD. 
It was seen as advantageous to run the course at both level 0 & 1 to allow as many learners as possible to access it. The levels were differentiated by their learning outcomes and assessment. 
METHOD
Ethical Considerations

This project will not be accessing any vulnerable or at risk groups of participants. All participants will be eighteen years or over. Due to the nature of the research a fast track ethical application was made through Staffordshire University and this was successful. All participants received an information sheet and informed consent was obtained prior to the questionnaire study.  

All data is stored securely in accordance with the Data Protection Act (HMSO 1998).  Questionnaires are stored in a locked cabinet and electronic data is password protected. Real names, raw, analysed and demographic data are not associated with any participant. In addition, any identifying features occurring on the questionnaires were removed on receipt.  Furthermore all data is exclusive to members of the research team.  Back up questionnaire data will be stored on CDRom and kept in a locked cabinet.  Code numbers were assigned for use within the project to protect participants’ anonymity. 

Once the project is completed 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 a study information letter (see appendix one) and gave their written informed consent (see appendix two). 

Participants

Focus Groups

Further and higher education staff from across the Network area were invited to be involved in the staff focus group. Two focus groups were held with a total of nine participants. One participant, who was responsible for designing the course, attended both focus groups.
Questionnaires

Preliminary data from the Skills for Higher Education course learners was collected from a cohort of learners who started a pilot of the course in summer 2008. The learners attended a variety of courses at Stoke on Trent and Stafford further education colleges, Acacia Training, a private training provider and the Faculty of Health, Staffordshire University (of those learners, fourteen accessed the module as a level one module with a FD in Paramedic Science). The learners were from a variety of disciplines; Health and Social Care, Early Years and Teaching Assistants. 

Access

Focus Groups

All the institutions involved were approached to ascertain whether any access permissions were needed. Neither the FE nor HE institutions or the private training provider required access arrangements to be in place to approach staff for focus groups. 
Questionnaires

All the institutions involved were approached to ascertain whether any access permissions were needed. Neither the two FE colleges or the private training provider required access arrangements to approach learners for the questionnaires. However, it was a requirement that Staffordshire University learners were allowed to opt out of the research if they wanted to. Therefore an opt in letter was provided to all learners before the researcher approached them (see appendix three).
Sampling

Focus Groups

Purposive sampling was used to ensure staff from both colleges delivering the course, the private training provider and the four universities in the Network were involved. Unfortunately no participant from the private training provider or one of the universities attended.
Questionnaires

All the learners involved were invited to participate.

Location

Focus Groups

The focus groups were run in Staffordshire University meeting rooms at the Stafford campus. 

Questionnaires

The researcher attended sessions at the two FE colleges, the private training provider and the University at the beginning and the end of the course to collect the questionnaire data. 

Pilot

The questionnaires for this project will be piloted for reliability and validity if the project is rolled out to a larger sample.

Procedure
Scoping exercise

All prospectuses were systematically searched (i.e. full- and part- time, community based, FE and HE) both electronic and paper formats, for all FE and HE institutions in the network area.  From this a list of all appropriate courses was compiled, and recorded with as much detail as was available there.  This was followed this up with telephone calls and/or emails to all of the relevant institutions to fill in any missing details about specific courses.

Literature Review

A systematic literature review of peer reviewed journal articles was carried out to explore specific study skills/bridging courses for vocational learners. This was seen as an appropriate method to explore a variety of information around study skills/bridging courses for vocational learners.
The inclusion and exclusion criteria were:

Searching articles from 2000- older articles will be out of date due to the fast changing educational climate

UK articles- other countries will be operating within a different training system

Research articles only ie no letters, opinion pieces, book reviews etc

Articles evaluating specific study skills/bridging courses for vocational learners (may be stand alone or embedded and may be aimed at other groups of learners as well).

The databases used are shown in table one. Table two shows the search terms used for the review. Where necessary the terms ‘education’, ‘student’, ‘vocational learner and ‘widening participation’ were used to refine searches, for example when the searches resulted on very large numbers of hits. Table three shows the stages involved in data collection and the number of articles involved.

Table One: Literature Review Databases
	EBSCO (Academic Search Elite, PsycINFO)

	ERIC

	Science Direct

	SwetsWise

	Web of Knowledge


Table Two: Literature Review Search Terms
	Access course 

	Access to education



	Access module 

	Bridg* course 

	Bridg* education 

	Bridg* module 

	Foundation course 

	Foundation skill* 

	Higher education skill* 

	Independent learn* 

	Learn* skill* 

	Learn* tips 

	Learn* guide* 

	Learn* support 

	Learn* techniques 

	Level 0 course 

	Level 0 module




	Progression module 

	Stud* guide* 

	Study* skills 

	Study* support 

	Study* techniques 

	Study* tips 

	Transition* course 

	Transition* program* 

	University preparation 


Table Three: Literature Review Stages
	Type of Articles
	Number of Articles

	1st sweep: all checked articles from searches
	10,000+ articles checked

	2nd sweep: all articles that looked useful
	103 full texts read

	3rd sweep: articles retained after reading
	18 reviewed


Focus Groups
A focus group schedule was used to collect data from further and higher education staff (see appendix four).
Questionnaires

1. Pre course questionnaires (questionnaire A, see appendix five).

2. Post course evaluation including an evaluation of the CDRom used in the course (questionnaire B, see appendix six).
The questionnaires employed both open and closed ended questions.
ANALYSIS 
Literature Review

The articles were reviewed to identify the main themes by one reviewer and a random ten percent sample of papers were reviewed by a second reviewer to establish inter-rater reliability. Table four shows the details collected from the eighteen reviewed articles, where available.

Table Four: Details Collected From the 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 eg higher education institute, further education college, work-based?

	What level was the course eg NVQ, level three, foundation degree, honours degree?

	What length was the course?

	What type of learners were involved eg full-time, part-time, work-based

	Where did the learners work?

	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 eg convenience, random?

	How many participants were involved?

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

	What were the main findings?

	What were the limitations cited by author?

	Were there any further limitations?

	Did the author provide any recommendations?

	What did the author conclude?


Focus Groups

The focus group data were explored using thematic analysis. A portion of data was analysed by a second research to ensure reliability. The themes derived by both researchers were very similar illustrating good inter-rater reliability.
Questionnaires

The quantitative data were analysed using descriptive statistics; the qualitative data were coded to be grouped into common themes.
SCOPING EXERCISE
This exercise was intended to look at the current provision of Skills for HE teaching in the Network area.  There is a mixture of both courses designed for a specific range of progression pathways and those that are more general amongst the courses looked at, but they all have in common that they include some form of HE Skills teaching.  It was found that ten institutions offer either Skills for HE type courses, or access courses; three offer one or more foundation courses or integrated foundation years as part of a degree course; and four offer a pre-access type course.  In the majority of cases the study skills element was embedded within a course, for example and access course or foundation degree, but there were a small number of standalone study skills courses.
· Most of the courses don’t have academic prerequisites (and for those that do they range between 1 and 5 GCSEs grade A-C) but many do require an entrance interview.

· The majority of courses are offered on a part time basis.  
· Courses are about evenly split between daytime delivery, evening delivery and a choice between the two.
· All of the courses are aimed at mature learners, many are aimed at vocational learners too, and a much fewer number are also aimed at traditional learners; no courses are solely aimed at traditional learners.

· All the courses, without exception, are delivered face-to-face.  
· All access courses appear to lead onto a National Open College Network qualification; usually the Access to HE Diploma, but the Certificate is also offered in some Institutions.

· All of the access courses last one academic year, or two academic years part time (where offered).  Burton College offers a shorter Skills for HE course that lasts 10 weeks and Stoke-on-Trent College offers a Return to Study course lasting 16 weeks.  Pre-access courses last between 15 and 36 weeks (one academic year).   Foundation Years of Degree courses last, as the name suggests, one academic year, while integrated Foundation Degree courses vary in length but are usually four or five years depending on the subject.

· The biggest variation between all the courses appears to be regarding course fees.  This appears to vary not only by course and institution, but also by year; the charge for the same course is not always consistent for consecutive cohorts.  Access and pre-access courses range from free, through being means-tested by student, to the same price as for the foundation years, which is approximately two thousand pounds.

· Assessment methods vary a lot by individual course but usually incorporate several of the following: assignments, exams, coursework, portfolios, practical tests, research projects, presentations
The above bullet points suggest that the courses are aimed at non traditional learners as a more flexible approach in regards to entry requirements, delivery times, and assessment methods makes it accessible to a much wider range of people, such as those who have been out of education for some time or who have family/work commitments to schedule around.

It is perhaps worth noting that a learner wanting to access information on similar courses so as to decide which to apply for would have quite a lot of trouble doing so, as a lot of the information either is not readily available on the internet or in prospectuses or is not clearly presented.  This includes course fees and the qualification that would be gained. This may be particularly problematic for work based learners who are not already accessing information from a college or university.
In the Network area the Staffordshire Providers Association covers 39 organisations and the Hereford, Worcestershire and Shropshire Training Providers Association covers 37 organisations.  None of these offer an Access to HE course or similar.
RESULTS
Literature Review

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

Three articles stated the professional background of the first author who were all staff working within universities. Five articles stated their funding sources which were:  the Economic and Social Research Council, the European Social Fund, a university, a university Widening Participation fund and Workforce Development Confederation and HEFCE/DENI.

Seventeen articles included literature reviews, although two were short. One article did not include a literature review.

Of the fifteen articles where ethical approval may have been needed, three stated they had gained ethical approval and and twelve did not state whether or not they required ethical approval. 

Of the twelve articles that may have benefited from a pilot stage, two studies described a pilot stage, although one study only described piloting one of its tools, while nine articles did not state whether or not they carried out a pilot before the main data collection stage. 

Twelve articles used methods that may have been enhanced by using an appropriate sampling technique. Nine articles stated their sampling technique which included convenience, purposive and random methods; nine articles did not state their sampling technique. 

Of the fourteen articles that would have benefited from stating their sample size thirteen articles gave sample information, although it was not always complete. The sample sizes ranged from nine to a review article reviewing a total sample of 80,000. 

All of the articles discussed educational courses, twelve were HEI courses, five were FEC based and one was work-based and delivered in a HE centre. No literature reviews were eligible for inclusion in this review. 

Table five shows the course levels. Some courses were stand alone, whereas other were larger courses with study skills elements embedded within them. A variety of learners were involved in the courses; FE, HE and work-based learners and vocational and traditional learners. Of the ten articles that stated the length of the course, the lengths varied from a minimum of a weekend to a maximum of three years, where elements were embedded within a full-time undergraduate degree course. The majority of work-based learners were employed in care or teaching settings. 

Table six shows the article title, authors, date and main aims of all the articles.

Table Five: Course Level (N=16)
	Level 0 course

	Level 1 course

	Levels 1, 2 and 3

	NVQ levels 2 and 3

	2 access courses

	Advanced GNVQ 

	2 foundation degrees

	HE diploma

	Levels 3-5

	HE

	HNC

	3 honors degrees


Table Six: Title and Main Aims of the Articles Reviewed
	Article Title
	Author(s)
	Date
	Journal
	Main Aims

	An institutional approach to developing students' 'transferable' skills
	Atlay & Harris
	2000
	Innovations and Teaching International
	To describe the University of Luton's curriculum which includes modules on information retrieval and handling, communication and presentation, planning and problem solving.

	Assessing the impact of a study skills programme on the academic development of nursing diploma students at Northumbria University, UK
	Bailey, Derbyshire, Harding, Middleton, Rayson & Syson
	2007
	Health Information and Libraries Journal
	To evaluate the impact of workshops supplementing online instruction in study skills on learners study skills.

	Bridging the academic and vocational divide- a case study on work-based learning in the UK NHS
	Bond & Wilson
	2000
	Innovations in Education and Training International
	To discuss a set of professional and academic awards for information management and technology professionals.

	The approaches to learning of support workers employed in the care home sector: an evaluation study
	Cowan, Roberts, Fitzpatrick, While & Baldwin
	2004
	Nurse Education Today
	To explore the approaches to learning of a group of NVQ learners and to evaluate whether or not a preparatory six week college course had an impact on their approaches to learning.

	Knowing nursing and finding the professional voice: a study of enrolled nurses converting to first level registration
	Dearnley
	2006
	Nurse Education Today
	To explore the experiences of a group of enrolled nurses doing a two year, part-time open learning programmes to convert from enrolled nurses to registered nurses. 

	The impact of pre-entry study skills programmes on students' first year experience in health and social care programmes
	Fergy, Heatley, Morgan & Hodgson
	2008
	Nurse Education in Practice
	To examine the impact of the pre-entry study skills course on learners’ experience of the first year.

	Mature student perceptions of access: perspectives from a qualitative longitudinal research project
	Gibson & Waters
	2002
	Journal of Access and Credit Studies
	To explore learners’ expectations of the learning process.

	Introducing critical thinking to 'non-standard' entry students. The use of a catalyst to spark debate
	Guest
	2000
	Teaching in Higher Education
	To discuss an access course aiming to equip learners with the skills needed for HE, focusing on the sessions around critical thinking.

	Evaluation of an access route to higher education through a work-based assessment strategy
	Harvey & Slaughter
	2007
	Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education
	To describe an Open University system that assesses work-based learning outcomes to enable learners to achieve thirty credits.

	Learners and learning in the twenty-first century: what do we know about students' attitudes towards and experiences of information technologies that will help us design courses?
	Kirkwood & Price
	2005
	Studies in Higher Education
	To report on issues relevant for teachers and instructional designers anticipating using ICT in HE, particularly those wishing to adopt a flexible learning approach aimed at improving the quality of the learner experience.

	Making the transition from further to higher education: the impact of a preparatory module on retention, progression and performance
	Knox
	2005
	Journal of Further & Higher Education
	To evaluate the effects of a bridging course for HND learners topping up to degrees.

	Approaches to learning: a study of first-year geography undergraduates
	Maguire, Evans & Dyas
	2001
	Journal of Geography in Higher Education
	To evaluate how a cohort of geography undergraduates approach learning. The learners did a geography based skills development (including study skills) programme which emphasised a deep approach to learning.

	Social psychology of a learning environment and the acquisition of critical thinking skills
	Prior
	2000
	Social Work Education
	To examine whether a group of work-based learners could be encouraged to acquire critical thinking skills through an attempt to clear a non-oppressive teaching/learning environment.

	'It's taking me a long time but I'll get there in the end': mature students on access courses and higher education choice
	Reay, Ball & David
	2002
	British Educational Research Journal
	To describe the experiences of mature access FE learners on a FE to understand the range of opportunities and constraints confronted in their efforts to make the transition to HE. The article focuses on seven learners in particular who did not complete the course.

	Widening participation in higher education: support at the further education/higher education interface and its impact on the transition and progression of advanced GNVQ students- a research report
	Rhodes, Bill, Biscomb, Nevill & Bruneau
	2002
	Journal of Education & Training
	To analyse the support offered to advanced GNVQ learners in business and leisure and tourism by college staff across seven FE colleges in the West Midlands.

	Enhancing the student experience for direct entrants to the penultimate year of undergraduate degree programme
	Tait & Godfrey
	2001
	Journal of Further & Higher Education
	To evaluate a 15 credit module aiming to bridge HND learners to HE. 

	Learning journeys: the experiences of students working towards a foundation degree
	Tierney & Slack
	2005
	Journal of Vocational Education & Training
	To report on a qualitative study of learners on a FD focusing on their views of studying for the qualification.

	Reconfiguring higher education: the case of foundation degrees
	Wilson, Blewitt & Moody
	2005
	Education & Training
	To describe the foundation degree- FDSci Health and Social Care.


Focus Groups

The data revealed a number of themes which are illustrated using examples of quotes from the participants (further and higher education staff).
External Drivers

Participant 4: I have to say the driver was to a degree, because the Nursing and Midwifery Council identified literacy and numeracy as criteria that needed to be looked at before people progressed into nursing. 

Barriers to Learning

Fear

Participant 1: Certainly with our particular group they were still terrified even though it was going to be the group they had worked with quite closely, they were all still completely terrified of doing it, even the ones that were starting foundation degrees. 

Commitment

Participant 1: I don’t think we can avoid that, it is going to be difficult isn’t it, yes you need to put the support in but equally they need to be clear about the commitment, the level of commitment and actually what it takes to make that transition.
Academic Skills

Participant 4: I’ve seen lots of NVQ learners previously and we have accepted NVQ and still do accept NVQ, but they are a group that often have struggled because they haven’t had these sort of skills, haven’t been developed as part of doing NVQ. 

IT Resources and Skills

Participant 2: And I think that’s one of the reasons we did do a CDRom because people could take that to a local library or wherever and still use it.
Participant 2: Well, the reason that we did the CDRom, we did debate putting the materials on our VLE but we decided against that to start with, and we decided on a CDRom simply because we thought that the sorts of learners that would be coming on the course perhaps would be a little IT fearful and a CDRom was something at least they could identify from either from music or DVDs and hopefully wouldn’t feel so intimidated at accessing electronic resources through that. 

Practical Constraints

Participant 8: The research indicates that it isn’t entirely those things which are the barriers to higher education but it’s also things like the personal issues, the childcare, the money, the status and all those sorts of things as well. 
Cultural Differences

Participant 5: The one student that did fail the course, we didn't consider really he wasn’t ready for level three but there were cultural differences as well, and it’s because coming to a group from an engineering background with a group of women. And although he was able to verbally communicate very well sometimes he had to interpret it back into his own language before he understood it. He didn’t really look at his course handbook he interpreted it in his own way. But the whole intimidation of being in a group of women.

Cost for the FECs/HEIs

Participant 1: There’s just one thing, when we were talking previously about one to one, and cold water from our point of view is obviously the cost of providing one to one is huge compared to doing group sessions and I wondered if there’d been any thought given to breaking down the time that we’re costing these programmes out for in relation to one to one support and group support, or is it just up to us?

Cost for the Learners

Participant 2: The types of learners you are likely to attract are likely to be on low incomes, are wanting to do these things so that they can approve their life chances, therefore I think if it was to be given at our full module cost then you wouldn’t be attracting those learners.

Types of Learners

Participant 6: Was the course aimed primarily for students in FE?

Participant 4: It is for this group but for my group we advertised via a newspaper, it kicks off on Tuesday, so I’ll know much more about the biographical background of people, but the people that have rung, a few have worked in health, but lots are doing all sorts of things and they’ve just seen the advert in the newspaper and gone gosh an opportunity to get into university.
Participant 8: It seems to me this is the strength of it, it is people who are already in work.

Participant 4: I think my group, and I think FE as well, people who are doing career change, so in fact they’ve got more financial stability and it’s their time in life and all of that, so in that sense those issues aren’t troublesome to them, they will be able to get there. So I suppose we need to look at background of all these different people really, they all have different needs.

Learning Styles

Participant 8: Ideally it would be so nice if one could identify the students for whom different modes of study were the best, so that some would automatically go face to face, and some, if they’ve got good motivation... We don’t really take a huge amount of notice of, we do, we teach teachers about learning styles and there are various theories, some good and some bad, about learning styles. But people’s learning styles are different, you need to make sure things like visual, aural, oral, some people learn better with things in straight lines, all of that. It would be really, really nice if somebody could sit down with everybody who was a potential learner and say this going you be the best for you.

Delivery

Timing

Participant 3: It was just the timing aspect of trying to get it done before the end of the academic year.
Course Flexibility

Participant 3: From our point of view, when we have started looking at doing just initial evaluation of it, is that we’ve stated to think that actually this particular module would be relevant for a number of different kinds of learners in different situations and at different stages of their study, not just pre entry. So we would be looking at it for some of our staff that were moving between levels. Before they make that jump to the next level it might be good for them to have a little bit of a step off, to do something like this and then to come back in. We weren’t thinking of it quite so rigidly once we’d actually gone through it in relation to, oh they need to do this before moving on to foundation degree stage. There are actually times throughout the programme where it might be suitable for particular individuals to step off to do this kind of study. It’s freed up our thinking really in relation to it.

Alternative Modes

Participant 4: I suppose in the longer term, considering delivery in the evenings or weekends, different types of delivery patterns and for some people stretching it longer and thinner, so you’ve got maximum.

Participant 5: One of the issues, despite the fact we let everyone know time and everything were employers pulling them back into work. We’ve got a shortage come on in, you can’t go today, we’ve got a crisis come back in. And the girls are going no I don’t want to I’ve got to go on this course. 

Participant 2: Which is why evening delivery or weekends or distance.

Participant 5: It’s very difficult if you’ve got a mixed group, you’ve got teaching assistants, early years, health and social care, health and social care it could be nights, you’re never going to get something to please everyone.

Participant 8: I think the most important thing of all is the student support, I really, really do think that needs to be explicit, a really central part.

Participant 2: I think if it goes online that’s even more important.

Participant 8: Exactly, absolutely. The one to one support.

Participant 2: Whereas I also think for certain types of learner, probably the sorts of learner that access this type of course, there is a considerable advantage of being in a group as well, they learn from  each other, they become learning units without the tutor almost.

Learner Support

Participant 1: A lot of ours probably was ad hoc, perhaps a coffee break in class, and then they would use that opportunity. Perhaps they were mature learners and they didn’t realise that they could have this time, they felt I just need you to show me this, am I on the right track, am I going down the right route with it. And very often it was just a quick phone call or something like that, this is going or that’s going on, and they are just after that reassurance more than anything else, they didn’t really need to sit there, and that was often done in little two groups.

Geographical Location

Participant 4: And I think also something we’ve done with the other level zero course that’s been going a few years, we’ve often done their tutorials near where they live, so we’ve meet them at libraries or coffee shops, car parks all sort of places (laughter).

Participant 3: The ones that missed the courses I used to go to their work places, and met them there.

Assessment

Participant 3: How close does that actually replicate what they’re actually being asked to do in universities, I guess what you’re trying to do is a halfway house really.

Participant 3: It’s getting them ready really. It’s easing them really; I guess the thought was originally that we were going to ease them, something familiar; not dumping this is how university do it.

Progression

Participant 2: Yes and as a result of the Lifelong Learning Network we’re obviously writing a progression agreement around that for those learners so they have very direct and in some cases guaranteed routes onto places in the faculty of health.

Participant 4: Guaranteed interviews for nursing and that was uplifting for most people I spoke to on the phone, if they were successful on the course they would definitely get an interview for nursing. 

Participant 1: If you can do that one module then step off, and then maybe come back some time with the credit framework and trade it in again and that was a really attractive option to a lot of learners. I’ve already got this bit and it is a university programme, so to try and bridge that gap, because there is about perception really. 

Participant 8: It’s always been identified as a weak area, the progression through to HE.

Retention

Participant 4: I suppose in the longer term hopefully it will feed into well to retention because people will have a taste of university almost by doing this, by visiting and knowing their work is being moderated through a university and so on. 
Participant 3: It might be an opportunity to actual change people’s perceptions of what university actually is, and that’s the thing, they’ve got this view in their head that it is what it’s like. Oh you’ve got to be very clever, it really starts to break down those sorts of issues that they have, what university and also about their own potential.

Participant 4: It’s pretty disastrous for us to lose people early on.

The Perceived Problem with NVQs

Participant 3: I think the trouble is, the college, we’ve always been classed as second class citizens, NVQ, when students come in 

Participant 4: It’s a mix, some academic staff who go (whispers) they’re NVQ, no that’s not academic enough.
Participant 4: You hear academic snobbery, don’t you? 

Participant 7: Absolutely, absolutely.

Study Skills in FECs/Sixth Forms and HEIs

Participant 1: Well certainly within our college we do have dedicated staff that do study skills support and that is their focus. Although I’m not sure, that I could say hand on heart, I could say how consistently that was applied across the organisation, it certainly is within our area, I can only talk about how it’s applied in our area. 

Participant 9: FE or school sixth forms. If they’re older learners they may have picked up quite a lot of good habits for study skills through work if they’re in the right environment. But eighteen year olds, particularly of they’ve been through school sixth forms rather than FE can come out with a very spoon-fed way of approaching their work, and so the concept of study skills and being independent is often not there. 

Participant 4: The University employ people for study skills so we can identify learners and encourage them to make time on a one to one basis with people who are from that background and have got expertise in it, so there is a series of things the university offers to students. 
Participant 9: It varies, we’ve gone down the route of study skills being embedded within the honours programmes, so whilst there are lots of strengths in the argument for doing that, it means that exactly what you get varies depending in which course you’re on. 

Success Stories

Participant 1: The girls that did it were absolutely fantastic and one particular girl was terrified of computers but she did a PowerPoint slide without breaking the computer (laughter) and she was so proud of herself. But it still provided a focus for us behind her and she spoke beautifully and relevant, but she still managed it and she was so proud of herself. Initially when she came on the course, the very first day, she was in tears by the end. But to see how she continued through the course and she came out a completely different person, she was absolutely transformed, she was thinking differently, she was ready to progress. She started off going I don’t know why I’m doing this and why they’re making me do it. She could see it and she wanted it and I think that was the biggest thing I saw.

Participant 2: And I remember marking that piece of work and thinking that was the learner who has made the biggest leap really.

Participant 1: Absolutely, she was moving you to tears because you could see how much she’d progressed, it was a fantastic achievement for mature learner.

Questionnaires

Questionnaire data was collected from four locations: Stoke on Trent and Stafford FE colleges, Acacia Training and from two cohorts of learners at Staffordshire University. All forty-five learners on the course completed questionnaire A, questionnaire B was completed by thirty-nine learners- six were absent from the final session. Thirty-six learners were female, nine were male. Their ages ranged from seventeen to fifty-six, the mean was thirty-four.
Questionnaire A: Pre Course Questionnaire

Figure one shows the home geographical location of the learners. All learners were enrolled on the Skills for Higher Education course. Figure two shows that twenty-five learners were enrolled on the course as a standalone module, fourteen were enrolled on the module within the FD in Paramedic Science and the remainder were enrolled on a FD in Early Years, a FD for Teaching Assistants or a BTEC National Certificate. All learners enrolled on a level 0 course who were not already enrolled on an HE course (n=31) had considered progressing to HE and intended to progress to a variety of courses as shown in Figure three.
Figure One: Home Geographical Location of the Learners (n=45)
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Figure Two: Course Enrolled On (n=45)
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Figure Three: Learners Expected Progression (n=26)
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Figure four shows that the learners heard about the course from a variety of sources with university and work being the most common. Fourteen learners stated they had not received enough information about the course before it had started.
Figure Four: Sources of Information about the Course (n=45)
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Figure five shows that learners provided a number of reasons for being attracted to the course with academic development being the most frequently stated reason.  Figure six shows that learners stated a number of things that would make the course more attractive with the most frequent response being free/cheap refreshments followed by different delivery types for example, the course to be run over two or three days rather a session a week or in the evening rather than the daytime.
Figure Five: What Attracted Learners to the Course (n=45)
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Figure Six: What Would Make the Course More Attractive (n=45)
[image: image7.png]12

8
6
4
2
0





Learners had a range of preferences for mode of delivery of the course as shown in figure seven. Figure eight shows that learners would find a variety of topics useful with academic content being the most common response. Figure nine shows learners preferred a variety of different forms of assessment with high numbers citing portfolio and presentation.
Figure Seven: Preferred Mode of Delivery (n=45)
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Figure Eight: Topics for Inclusion (n=45)
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Figure Nine: Preferred Mode of Assessment (n=45)
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Thirty-three learners stated they would consider distance learning, eight would not and four did not respond. Of the twelve learners that responded, none were aware of being involved in any AimHigher activities.

Questionnaire B: Post Course Evaluation 

All the questions that employed a scale provided a choice of one to five where one was low (for example, not at all useful) and five was high (very useful).
Figure ten shows the majority of learners found the CDRom easy (10) or very easy to use (19). Figure eleven shows that the majority of the learners found it useful (9) or very useful (21). 

Figure Ten: How Easy Was the CDRom to Use (n=39)?
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Figure Eleven: How Useful Was the CDRom (n=39)?
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When asked about what the best aspect of the CDRom was, the learners gave a number of suggestions including that it consolidated the learning in class, allowed learners to revisit topics at their own pace, contained information and hyperlinks to other sites, included relevant, detailed information including examples, and the course handouts and encouraged self-evaluation and reflective thinking. The learners did not suggest that the CDRom needed any substantial improvements. Nine learners suggested improvements to the CDRom including reflective logs attached to each session and for the CDRom to be given as a pre course study pack.
Most of the learners found the course useful (12) or very useful (25) and they all stated the tutors were approachable (2) or very approachable (37). The learners gave a number of examples of the best aspect of the course with academic content being the most frequently stated as show in figure twelve.
Figure Twelve: What Was the Best Aspect of the Course (n=39)?
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The learners stated a number of things they would like to see improved such as provision of a certificate in completion of the course, more one to one with tutors and easier access to computers. A number of learners commented on the delivery of the course such as suggesting it should be a bit longer or in the case of the FD in Paramedic Science that the module should be delivered before or at the beginning of the course. A number of learners commented that the module should be delivered in conjunction with a numeracy and literacy module.
Figure thirteen shows that most learners found the course assessment appropriate (13) or very appropriate (20). Most of the learners reported the feedback from the assessment was useful (16) or very useful (21). The learners stated a number of useful aspects to the assessment with tutor feedback/support being the most frequently stated as shown in figure fourteen.
Figure Thirteen: How Appropriate Was the Course Assessment (n=39)?
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Figure Fourteen: What Was the Most Useful Aspect of the Assessment (n=39)?
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Figure fifteen shows that most learners were very satisfied with the overall organisation and administration although one responded negatively and three were neutral. Figure sixteen shows that most learners found the level of student support appropriate or very appropriate although one learner did not respond to this question. 
Figure Fifteen: How Satisfied Have You Been With the Overall Organisation and Administration of the Course (n=39)?
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Figure Sixteen: How Appropriate Was the Level of Student Support Available (n=39)?
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Of the three learners who reported that they needed reasonable adjustments, all eight stated these needs were met. All the learners stated they would recommend the course to other learners. 

Further Comments from Questionnaires A and B

The learners made a number of positive comments about the course. For example one learner stated:

 ‘I found it extremely useful. Small class size made it informal and easy to learn. Excellent review of skills required for HE. I really enjoyed the course, it has allowed me to express concerns and has helped me to improve my skills. Thanks you.’
A number of constructive comments were made; for example one learner suggested the course should include more instructive content and several suggested that the course had too much work for a short course. One learner started the course was an excellent course to do before starting HE and another wished the course had been available before she stated her foundation degree.

DISCUSSION
Scoping Exercise

This exercise was intended to look at the current provision of Skills for HE teaching in the Network area.  There is a mixture of both courses designed for a specific range of progression pathways and those that are more general amongst the courses looked at, but they all have in common that they include some form of HE Skills teaching.  It was found that ten institutions offer either Skills for HE type courses, or access courses; three offer one or more foundation courses or integrated foundation years as part of a degree course; and four offer a pre-access type course.  
The scoping exercise illustrates that the courses are aimed at non traditional learners as a more flexible approach in regards to entry requirements, delivery times, and assessment methods makes it accessible to a much wider range of people, such as those who have been out of education for some time or who have family/work commitments to schedule around.
Literature Review

This report discusses a systematic literature review of peer reviewed journal articles carried out to explore specific study skills/bridging courses for vocational learners.  
A variety of databases were searched for example EBSCO, ERIC and Science Direct. A number of different search terms were employed including access course, bridging module and study skills.

Initially the literature review uncovered more than 10,000 hits, 103 full texts were read and eighteen met the inclusion and exclusion criteria.
The articles were reviewed to identify the main themes by one reviewer and a random ten percent sample of papers were reviewed by a second reviewer to establish inter-rater reliability. This showed a high inter-rater reliability. 

A number of details were collected from each article where available eg background, main aims and main findings.
The backgrounds of the articles varied including recent government policy, changes in the demographics of the learner population and work building on previous research.

A variety of research methods and analysis were used, from interviews and focus groups analysed by thematic analyses to a qualitative studies that used inferential statistics. A number of studies utilised method triangulation in order to explore the picture more fully. Some articles used a pre and post course evaluation and others were longitudinal, investigating changes over time. Not all articles were research based, some focused on describing and reflecting on initiatives.
Articles Evaluating Specific Courses

Guest (2000) identified gaps in the skills of vocational learners when compared with traditional learners.
The author discusses an access course aiming to equip learners with the skills needed for HE focusing on the sessions around critical thinking. The course is a level 0 course delivered in the first year of a 4 year degree course. This paper is mostly a reflective discussion but some descriptive data are presented. The post-access learners who had done the course appeared to perform better than the post-access control group who had not done the course, although the sample size is very small. The author suggests it is important that the standard of teaching on these types of courses is high, and that innovative teaching methods are explored. He concludes that the course allows vocational learners to compete with traditional learners on a level playing field.

Tait & Godfrey (2001) note that there are recent changes in the learner population as a result of widening participation policies. They aimed to evaluate a fifteen credit module aiming to bridge HND learners to the penultimate year of university degree course. The course ran over two weeks with additional sessions throughout the academic year. The module had five main aims: to facilitate integration into the university, to familiarise learners with the main methods of teaching, learning and assessment, to develop independent study skills needed in HE, to build self-confidence, to improve the skills needed for career development. All relevant learners were involved so the sample was forty-one learners. A feedback questionnaire was carried out at the end of the initial two week block, and a more detailed questionnaire was carried out at the end of the academic year. Learners reported their experiences of HE were enhanced and appreciated the support they received. The authors report that the performance of the learners was similar to that of traditional learners but acknowledges that this cannot be directly attributed to the bridging module; however they suggest that the module was successful in smoothing the transition from FE to HE.

Tierney & Slack (2005) suggest that lifelong learning features in many European policies and foundation degrees are one way of meeting the government’s aims of widening participation. They reported on a qualitative study of learners on a FD focusing on their views of studying for the qualification. The participants were seven part-time learners midway through an Early Years Care and Education or Teaching Assistants. The authors used semi-structured interviews analysed using the framework approach. Data were analysed independently by two researchers and themes were agreed between them.
The authors report that learners started the FD for career-related reasons, although they perceived secondary benefits including an increase in self-confidence and other life skills. They reported that it was difficult to juggle competing demands on their time, and needed emotional and practical support to do so and some reported financial difficulties. Other areas of concern included the lack of adequate assistance from tutors when it came to writing essays. Learners felt they needed more support around structuring essays and referencing and felt their tutors expected them to know more than they did. They also reported feedback was received too late to be incorporated into their next piece of work. The authors conclude that learners must be provided with appropriate support in order to reduce their chances of withdrawing from their course.

Articles Describing Initiatives

Bond & Wilson (2000) describe a group of work-based courses delivered in HE centres for levels 3 to 5 accessed by Information Management and Technology Professionals
working in the NHS. The awards were designed in response to various national initiatives.
The author describes the key characteristics of the awards, for example they are gained via a flexible, portfolio approach to learning, development and assessment by presenting evidence of competence and knowledge against a series of defined outcomes. They can be used for acquiring new skills or to direct CPD and lifelong learning. The cognitive skills include knowledge and understanding, analysis and synthesis, critical evaluation and independent research. The courses use contract learning and APL and attract both academic and professional accreditation. The authors conclude that the awards have a wide range of benefits for multiple stakeholders: learners, employers and assessment centres and professional awards including an opportunity to contribute significant to the national movement for reform of higher level academic/vocational qualifications frameworks.

Wilson, Blewitt & Moody (2005) describe a foundation degree which was developed as a result of the government's widening participation agenda; the FDSci Health and Social Care. The course has four main drivers which have been met with varying degrees of success; to increase the number of highly skilled technicians and associated professions, contribute to lifelong learning and widening participation agendas by attracting people from under-represented groups, to offers progression for learners with vocational A levels or advanced modern apprenticeships, to provide flexible modes of delivery including distance learning and part-time study allowing learners to 'earn and learn’. The authors conclude that there are more questions to be answered for example, to what extent will FDs attract new types of learner and will FDs meet the need of adult learners.


Limitations Found 

The authors highlighted a number of limitations including small sample sizes, uncontrollable variables and the lack of a control group.

The literature review highlights a number of issues. Firstly there is a large amount of information missing including information about ethics, piloting, sampling method, sample type and size and gaps in the descriptions of methods and analyses gaps. This means that it is sometimes difficult to rely on the conclusions drawn by the authors.

Furthermore the vast majority of articles collected data from learners, only two collected data from staff and no authors collected data from employers. Considering many articles focused on work-based learners or work-based learning it is interesting to note this gap, which means that the overall findings from this research are effectively one-sided. 
Focus Groups

The thematic analysis of the data elicited eleven main themes. Once participant talked about external drivers in the planning of study skills courses for vocational delivery, citing her professional body. 

Participants cited a number of barriers to learning for level three vocational learners including fear, commitment, academic skills, IT resources and skills, practical constraints, cultural differences and costs for both the institutions and the learners.

The course appears suitable for a variety of learners in FE, those from different disciples and at different stages in the careers.

Participants expressed concern about learners having different learning styles and whether the course could accommodate this.

Participants discussed a number of issues around delivery including timing, course flexibility, alternative modes of delivery, learner support, and the geographical location of the course.

Participants discussed the relevance of the assessment including that it was the right quantity and prepared learners for university.

Participants argued losing learners could be a problem and that the course could improve retention by giving learners a taste of university and changing their perception about university.

Participants suggested that progression through HE could cause difficulties and argued that the progression agreements of the course, for example, guaranteeing an interview for a university course were positive. They were also positive about being able to do the course and then step into HE at a later date.

A really interesting theme was around the perceived problem with NVQ with the participants expressing their concerns that NVQ learners are viewed as second class citizens, who are not academically able.

Participants suggested that study skills teaching was available in school sixth forms, FECs and HEIs but suggested that the consistency of this could be variable.

Arguably the most positive theme from the data was the story of the way a particular learner had developed from being terrified at the outset of the course to being able carry out her presentation at the end of the course and her readiness to progress to an HE course.  
Questionnaires

Questionnaire data was collected from four locations: Stoke on Trent and Stafford FE colleges, Acacia Training and from two cohorts of learners at Staffordshire University. All forty-five learners on the course completed questionnaire A, questionnaire B was completed by thirty-nine learners- six were absent from the final session.
The pre course questionnaire showed that all learners were enrolled on the Skills for Higher Education course, with 31 accessing it at level 0 and 14 accessing it at level 1 as part of their FDs. Of the 31 learners accessing the course at level 1, 25 were accessing it as a standalone module and 6 were also on other courses, either a BTEC to FD.  The learners had heard about the course from a variety of sources with most hearing about it from university, work, a newspaper or college. Many learners felt they had received enough information prior the start of the course, although 14 stated they had not. It is interesting to note that of those, 11 were enrolled on the FD in paramedic science. All the learners not already on an HE programme wanted to progress to higher education with a range of courses including the Diploma in Teaching in the Lifelong Learning Sector and FDs being considered. Learners were drawn to the course for a variety of reasons, the majority being around academic, personal and professional development. Learners stated a number of things that would make the course more attractive or more useful to them including a general understanding of the skills required to study at HE level and computer skills. A number of learners would have preferred the course to be delivered at different times, for example in the evenings or compressed over a shorter period. Interestingly eleven of the learners enrolled on the FD in paramedic science suggested free or cheap refreshments would make the course more attractive to them. The suggested that the most useful forms of assessment would be essay or class presentation. This is an interesting finding given the high levels of anxiety associated with learners having to do a presentation. The majority of learners stated that their preferred mode of delivery would be in a local college or university or with their training provider. The majority of learners stated that the most useful topics would be academic ones.  Many learners suggested they would consider distance learning although a number would not, this finding may require further investigation to understand how distance learning materials should be developed for this course and why some learners are not interested in distance learning. Interestingly none of the learners believed they had been involved in AimHigher activities, although they may have not been aware of the brand but still been involved. 

The post course evaluation showed that most learners found the CDRom easy to use and useful. Examples of the best aspects of the CDRom included allowing learners to revisit topics at their own pace and encouraging self-evaluation and reflective thinking. The majority of the learners found the course useful and they all found tutors approachable. The best aspects of the course stated most frequently were the academic content and the tutors. Most learners found the course assessment appropriate and most reported the feedback from the assessment was useful. The learners stated a number of useful aspects to the assessment with many stating tutor feedback/support and academic content. Most learners were very satisfied with the overall organisation and administration and all those who responded found the level of student support appropriate. Of the eight learners who reported that they needed reasonable adjustments, all eight stated these needs were met. All the learners stated they would recommend the course. Overall the course was evaluated very positively and suggestions for change were very infrequent. Some feedback illustrated that learners would have liked a certificate on completion of the course and some would have liked the course to have been ran with a numeracy and literacy element included. 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
Scoping Exercise
The scoping exercise illustrates that learner wanting to access information on similar courses may struggle to find relevant information as a lot of the information either is not readily available on the internet or in prospectuses or is not clearly presented.  Therefore the main recommendation from this exercise is that material is coherently presented both in paper and electronic form and kept as up to date as possible. Additionally, no courses use a blended delivery, for example distance or e-learning, so these formats should also be considered.
Literature Review

The literature review uncovered many recommendations made by the authors and further recommendations are apparent from the limitations discussed above.

Preparing learners

· Further work is needed around how best to prepare learners for success in HE to allow them to build on credit from their FE qualifications and work-based learning that they have done prior to entering HE. 

· More exploration is needed on the relationship between pre-entry preparation and retention. 

· FE staff need to ensure the guidance given meets learners’ concerned, and not underestimate the level of support provided in HE. 

· FE staff should offer support if there are barriers for transition to HE for learners.

Access to IT

· It is important that learners have access to appropriate IT and are engaged with resources.

Planning

· HE staff must review support services and study skills courses in response to dialogue with FE staff.

· Providing courses for non-traditional students can be very time consuming and this needs to be taken into account by the course organisers.  
· It is important that innovative teaching methods are explored.

· Educational environments need to be arranged in ways which promote deep learning approaches and facilitate independent learning.

· Teaching learners how to write for specific disciplines should be discipline specific eg learners studying nursing should learn how to write in a manner that is both academically correct and suitable for the nursing profession. 

Delivery

· Where possible study skills should be embedded in the curriculum.   

· Learners need to understand what is expected of them as independent learners, and the support available to them.

Evaluation

· Education providers need to evaluate the curriculum thoroughly to ensure that new initiatives meet learner needs.

· We should consider alternative methods of course delivery and assessment that reflect the changing needs of learners without compromising the quality of the learning process.
Focus groups
Recommendations for consideration when planning courses like the Skills for HE course for future cohorts are:
· Research to understand what external and internal drivers contribute to the development of these types of courses

· In order to make these sorts of courses useful for learners it is important that they address any problems the learners may encounter such as fear, lack of academic skills, lack of IT skills or access to IT, cultural differences and practical constraints such as childcare, location and costs.

· Alternative modes of delivery should be considered, for example running the course over a shorter or longer time period, running the course at different times of day or at weekends, and running the course as a blended learning course. 

· Courses should be designed to be cost effective to the institutions delivering them.
· Research needs to be carried out to assess whether this course and similar courses do have a positive effect on progression into HE and retention on to HE courses.
· Where learners do not have access to a course such as this one, it is vitally important that they have access to adequate study skills advice, particularly if they intend to progress to HE.

· Any negative perceptions of NVQ level three vocation learners should be tackled.

Questionnaires
Recommendations for consideration when planning courses like the Skills for HE course for future cohorts are:
· Ensure that all learners have easy access to computers and the required computer skills for the course and for progression to HE.

· Consider whether the course may be suitable for distance learning.

· Think about offering the course in the evenings and/or in a compressed fashion over a couple of days.

· Consider running the course as a module embedded at the beginning of FDs.

These recommendations would ensure that the course was accessible by a large cohort of vocational learners and would further engage learners into and through higher education.
FURTHER RESEARCH

One of the research questions for this project was what are the opinions of learners who have not done a similar course? In order to answer this question it was hoped to run a focus group with relevant learners. Ninety-eight information packs were sent to learners in the local area but not enough responded to form a focus group. The same ninety-eight learners were then sent a short questionnaire, but again the response rate was too poor to draw any conclusions. It would be useful to gather this information, but the method for contacting learners would need to be revisited.

Further qualitative research is needed to examine the issues in more depth and quantitative research to provide generalisable findings. More longitudinal studies are needed to examine whether the positive effects of courses remain over time. Researchers need to make sure they carry out robust research and that they provide enough information for readers to be able to rely on the conclusions drawn. Future work should investigate the opinions of both the staff delivering the courses and the employers who the learners work for or who they may work for in the future. Furthermore work is needed to understand the differences between different groups of learners’ perception of support received. 
As the learners progress the research team will contact them to find out if they have started a higher education course, where appropriate and whether they have completed their first year.
CONCLUSION
To conclude, there is a variety of work that could be done to fill in the gaps found. For example is important that existing gaps in study skills are understood and appropriate courses are planned and delivered. Furthermore it is essential that these courses are thoroughly evaluated and meet the needs of both learners and their employers. 
Although there are a variety of similar courses offered across the network, none is offered in as a blended course eg using distance/e-learning. Additionally it is really important that information is accessible to learners in both paper and electronic forms.
There were many recommendations from the focus groups and interviews and if taken into account these may allow better progression from level three learners into and through higher education.

Funding has been accessed through development monies and the award is due to be rolled out across the Network both as a face to face and blended format. The blended format will use both face to face and distance, electronic methods. The methods used in this report will be used to evaluate the main phases, and additionally employer focus groups and case studies will be carried out.
It is important to note that in its current form the level 0 version of the Skills for HE module is unable to attract funding. This is because a level 0 course cannot attract funding from the LSC as it is a higher education module and it cannot attract funding form HEFCE unless it is attached to a full higher education award. Hopefully the results from this study and the evaluation of the course when it is rolled out may be used to make a case for future funding but this may not be possible in which case other funding models may need to be considered. This represents the major advantage of running the course at level one, for example, by embedding it in FDs and this would help learners progress through HE but it would not meet the aim of progressing learners into HE. 
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Appendix 1 Study Information Letter
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Information Sheet for Skills for Higher Education 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 are currently enrolled on an appropriate course. 

The overall aim of this project is to evaluate the Skills for Higher Education course. The project will involve:
The Lifelong Learning Network is responsible the design and running of a new module: Skills for Higher Education. In order to make sure the module meets the needs of learners we are carrying out some research to evaluate it. The research involves a literature review, scoping exercise, questionnaire study and a focus group 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. You will be given three short questionnaires to fill out and these will be returned to the researcher either during a session, or in a freepost envelope.

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.

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 353665

Appendix 2 Informed Consent Form
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Informed Consent for Skills for Higher Education 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. You should keep the other copy for your records.

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 University

BL068 Blackheath Lane

Beaconside
Stafford
ST18 0AD
a.c.rout@staffs.ac.uk

01785 353665

Appendix 3 Opt in Letter

Enquiries to:

Amelia Rout
Telephone:

01785 353787

E-mail:

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

23/09/08

Skills for Higher Education Research Project 

OPTING-IN FOR RESEARCH

Staffordshire, Stoke-on-Trent, Shropshire, Telford & Wrekin Lifelong Learning Network are currently undertaking a research project, exploring the new level 0 bridging module (Skills for Higher Education, 15 credits) aiming to encourage vocational learners to progress to Higher Education. We are keen to hear the views of current learners on the course.

Under the Data Protection Act, the project team is not permitted to approach you directly inviting you to participate within the research project. This letter therefore, is given 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, keep one copy and return the other to your tutor.

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.

Sheri Rhodes-Martin

Prinicipal Lecturer

Faculty of Health

Staffordshire University

Enclosed
Information sheet




Informed consent


Appendix 4 Focus Group Schedule
Focus Group with FE and HE Staff
Checklist:


· Tape recorder and tapes /microphones / batteries

· Refreshments on arrival

· Clock

· Informed consent

Introduction:

· ‘Icebreaker’ –introduction of researcher, project and course. 

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

Topics for discussion

Theme 1.


Explore: Content of course



Positive 

Negative


Changes

Theme 2.

Explore: Assessment



Use of portfolio



Feedback




Changes


Theme 3.


Explore: Format of course



Location



Electronic materials

Theme 4. 

Explore: Experiences of similar courses



Positive



Negative

Theme 5.

Explore: Study skills


Where do learners usually access study skills before they entered HE and once they have entered HE?

Close Discussion

· Summarise main points, ask if there are any questions, thank participants for their contributions.

Appendix 5 Questionnaire A
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Questionnaire A: Current Vocational Learners

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 evaluate the Skills for Higher Education course.
1.
Please state your age:

2.
Please state your gender:

3.
Please state your city/town/village:

4.
Please state which course you are enrolled on:

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

5.
Have you considered progressing to Higher Education?  ……  Yes/no

If so, what sort of course are you considering?

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

If not, what are your reasons for not continuing to Higher Education?

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

6. How did you hear about the Skills for Higher Education course?

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

7.
Do you feel you received sufficient information prior to the course starting?  ……  Yes/no

8. What attracted you to the Skills for Higher Education course? 

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

9.
Is there anything that would make the course more attractive to you?

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

10.
Which method of delivery would be most useful (for example sessions with your training provider, in a local college or local university)?

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

11. Which topics would you find useful? 

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

12.  
Which form of assessment would you find most useful (for example portfolio, essay, class presentation)?

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

13. Would you consider distance learning (for example receiving information by e-mail)?  ……  Yes/no

15.
Have you ever been involved in any AimHigher activities (for example STARS campus visit, Learning Mentor Support, HE CARD)? ……  Yes/no

14.
Any further comments?

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

Please provide your contact details so we can send you further short questionnaires:

Name:

E-mail:

Phone number:

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 353665
Appendix 6 Questionnaire B
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Questionnaire B: Course and CDRom evaluation

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 evaluate the Skills for Higher Education course.
1.
Please state your age:

2.
Please state your gender:

3.
Please state your city/town/village:

4.
Please state which course you are enrolled on:

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

5. On a scale of one to five, how useful was the content CDRom?



Not At All Useful
1
2
3
4
5
Very Useful


6.
Please can you tell us what the best aspect of the course CDRom was?

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

7.
How easy was the CDRom to use?


Not At All Easy
1
2
3
4
5
Very Easy

8.
Please can you tell us one thing you would like to see improved about the course CDRom?


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

9. On a scale on one to five, how useful did you find the course overall?


Not At All Useful
1
2
3
4
5
Very Useful


10. On a scale on one to five, how approachable did you find the tutors?

Not At All

1
2
3
4
5
Very 

Approachable






Approachable


11.
Please can you tell us what the best aspect of the course was?

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

12.
Please can you tell us one thing you would like to see improved?

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

13.
Is there anything else you would have liked the course to have covered?

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

14.
How appropriate was the course assessment?


Not At All
1
2
3
4
5
Very Appropriate



Appropriate

15.
On a scale of one to five, how useful did you find the feedback from the assessment?

Not At All Useful
1
2
3
4
5
Very Useful


16.
What was the most useful aspect of the assessment?

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

17. How could the assessment process be improved?

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

18. How satisfied have you been with the overall organisation and administration of the course?

Not At All Satisfied
1
2
3
4
5
Very Satisfied

19. How appropriate was the level of student support available?

Not At Appropriate
1
2
3
4
5
Very Appropriate

20. If you needed any reasonable adjustments eg large font handouts, were

your needs met? ……  Yes/no/not applicable

21. Would you recommend the course to other learners?  ……  Yes/no

If no, why not?

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

22. Any further comments?

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

Please provide your contact details so we can send you a further short questionnaire:

Name:

E-mail:

Phone number:

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 353787

� Diploma in Teaching in the Lifelong Learning Sector (DTTLS), Certificate in Teaching in the Lifelong Learning Sector (CTTLS)
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