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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This project evaluates the experiences and aspirations of learners who are enrolled on the Advanced Diploma (the Level Three 14-19 Diploma) as well as the thoughts of developers, managers and practitioners responsible for the implementation of the award. 

In order to determine whether any similar research has been carried out, at a national level, analysis of existing literature was undertaken. In addition to this several interviews and focus groups have been performed. 20 items of literature were returned during a search of existing literature. After reading the full text of these articles, and applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria, 10 studies were deemed to be in some way relevant to the study and were accepted into it. From analysis of data collected during the literature review, several findings have been noted. This information can be used as a platform to make recommendations for the future delivery of the Advanced Diploma and related qualifications. These recommendations are:
· Steps must be taken in order to alleviate the worries of learners, parents and teachers about the applicability of the Advanced Diploma as a means of gaining entry to Higher Education (HE).

· Further clarification about the nature of the Advanced Diploma in the broader educational spectrum may bolster support for the award. At present the Advanced Diploma is perceived by many to be in competition with both the A-Level and BTEC qualifications. 

· A lack of standardisation (in assessment and quality assurance) of the Level Three Diploma may also have a bearing upon student decisions as the educators delivering the courses may lack the confidence to do so effectively and efficiently. Measures should be taken to ensure that such risks are minimised and have little effect.
· Stakeholders such as parents and teachers can have a huge impact on the decisions made by learners. Better information, advice and guidance (IAG) for these groups may help to bolster support for the Advanced Diploma. 

In addition to the literature review a total of nine interviews were held with various developers, managers and practitioners involved with the Advanced Diploma in the Network’s area. Moreover, three focus groups were also run in order to gauge the opinions of learners currently enrolled on the Advanced Diploma (n=26). Various common trends and themes have been identified and presented as a result of this. As such, the following recommendations can also be made in regards to the future delivery of the Advanced Diploma:

· Lessons learned from the delivery of similar (if not identical qualifications) can help an institute prepare for Advanced Diploma delivery. 

· Adequate IAG for learners and parents is crucial. The Advanced Diploma offers parents a unique opportunity to be involved in their child’s learning as they can share their experience of the workplace with them.

· Overall planning can play a part in the success of Advanced Diploma implementation. 

· Sufficient monitoring of student performance should take place.

· Provisions should be implemented which help to cater for the broad range of abilities which an Advanced Diploma class may contain and thereby help all learners to reach their potential. 

· Pre-established links with employers (from past collaborative ventures) can be crucial in determining whether or not employers can actively engage with the Advanced Diploma. Such links should be well established before implementing the Advanced Diploma. 
· There appears to be no substitute for hands-on ‘real-world’ work experience.
· The cost effectiveness of the Advanced Diploma may be an issue and may dissuade some institutions from running it. 
· Succession planning should be implemented in order to ensure that if a key member of Diploma teaching staff leaves their position, Advanced Diploma delivery can carry on as normal. 
· Time can be an issue (in both terms of arranging work experience and in timetabling clashes). Measures should be taken in order to ensure such factors do not have an impact on Advanced Diploma delivery. 
· There needs to be clarity about the Advanced Diploma and its applicability for progression into Higher Education (HE). 

· Support from awarding bodies is important especially when the Advanced Diploma is being implemented in an institution for the first time.

· As many Advanced Diploma learners work part-time alongside their studies, but few do in a related industry to their Advanced Diploma, institutions may seek to advise learners of potential methods of securing more appropriate part-time work. 

· Engaging lessons (i.e. not copying from slides) with plenty of hands-on experience are what Advanced Diploma learners seem to enjoy best. 

· Poor organisation (e.g. lesson cancellations at the last minute/cancelled field trips) can leave learners feeling annoyed and disillusioned. Better organisation can improve student morale.

· Learners were frustrated with the Functional Skills aspect of the Advanced Diploma and steps should be implemented in order to demonstrate the importance of such lessons.  

· Face-to-face feedback seems to be more valued by learners than just receiving a mark sheet.  

1. INTRODUCTION

Aim
This project evaluates the experiences and aspirations of learners who are enrolled on the Advanced Diploma (the Level Three 14-19 Diploma) as well as the thoughts of developers, managers and practitioners responsible for the implementation of the award. The findings that have been produced will be used to make recommendations around engaging learners, future curriculum development and progression agreements.

In order to determine whether any similar research has been carried out, at a national level, analysis of existing literature has been undertaken. The results of such a study are presented here. In addition to this several interviews and focus groups have been performed. Such an undertaking has been undertaken in order to gauge the opinions of those persons involved in the development, management and delivery of the Diploma. Moreover, learners enrolled on the Advanced Diploma courses have also been questioned in order to determine their views.
Objectives
The objectives of this study were to:

· Undertake a study of existing work related to the Advanced Diploma (Level Three 14-19) by:
· Offering a clear picture of the current state of research in the field;

· Collecting and analysing relevant information in order to evaluate the experiences and aspirations of learners enrolled on the Advanced Diploma;
· To provide an appropriate framework/background so that future research activities can be appropriately positioned.

The research that has been performed aimed to answer the following research questions (please note that this list is not exhaustive):
· Were there any challenges during the development? 

· What were the main lessons learnt? 

· Why did learners pick the diploma? 
· Would learners or teachers recommend any changes to the courses?
· What are the learners intending to do when they have finished the course?

· Has the course been appropriate for those learners who want to progress to HE? 
· What did their parents think about their choice?

· Did the learners receive appropriate IAG before and during the course?
Background

The Staffordshire, Stoke-on-Trent, Shropshire, Telford & Wrekin Lifelong Learning Network (LLN) aims to create progression routes and agreements into and through Higher Education (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 thirteen Further Education (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 
· Creative & Media 

· Health & Care 

· Technology 

Crosscutting themes

· IT, Enterprise, Leadership & Management 
Thematic groups

· Data 
· Progression Agreements 

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

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.
Dissemination

The research report will be disseminated to stakeholders including all the Local Authorities, schools, Further Education Colleges (FECs), Higher Education Institutes (HEIs) across the Network. A copy of the report will also be offered to all participants. The findings of the project will be presented at other 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. 
Student Numbers Enrolled on Advanced Diploma in Network Area

Telford & Wrekin

No learners currently undertaking an Advanced Diploma. First cohort may start in September 2011.
Stoke

12 Advanced Diploma (Engineering) learners. 

Shropshire

23 Advanced Diploma learners.
Staffordshire

Creative & Media = 12

Engineering = 47

Business, Admin and Finance = 14
Total 73 Advanced Diploma learners.
2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Method
Procedure

Two research questions have been devised in order to investigate existing literature related to the Advanced (Level Three) Diploma:

What important points have been noted in existing research relating to the Level Three (14-19) Advanced Diploma?

What evidence is presented in regards to the experiences and aspirations of learners enrolled on the Advanced Diploma?

A systematic literature review has been carried out in order to address the research questions outlined. Use of systematic review methodology was selected as it is viewed as an appropriate method by which to explore articles that evaluate the experiences and aspirations of learners enrolled on the Advanced Diploma (the Level Three 14-19 Diploma).

The following resources have been searched during the course of the review:

· http://www.lifelonglearningnetworks.org.uk
· British Education Index

· EBSCO (Databases For Education)

· SwetsWise

· Web of Knowledge

Several search strings were developed in order to identify potentially relevant literature held by these resources. These were:

· “diploma”

· “advanced diploma”

· “level three diploma”

· “level 3 diploma”

Moreover, an inclusion and exclusion criteria was also created in order to ensure that only relevant literature was accepted into the review:

· Only publications from the year-2000 onwards have been included,

· Only literature related to the UK’s education system has been accepted,

· Only those articles related to the research questions outlined have been analysed,

· Only English language based documents have been collected.

Selection Process

The selection process has been performed by one researcher (LM) with a test-retest approach being applied after an interval (of two weeks) to verify the selection process. By adopting such a technique it has been possible to verify the consistency of the search strategy chosen. 

The selection process was effectively divided into two phases: 1) Publications found during the initial search were assessed for their suitability based upon analysis of their title and abstract with clearly irrelevant literature being excluded, 2) Publications accepted during Phase 1 were then subject to a more thorough analysis (i.e. reading of the full text) to ensure the publication in question contains information relevant to the study being performed.

20 items of literature were returned after implementing the search strategy outlined. After reading the full text of these articles, and after applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria, 10 studies were deemed to be in some way relevant to the study and were accepted into it. 

These articles were analysed to explore the main themes presented.
Data Extraction

All data was extracted by a sole reviewer (LM) with a test-retest approach being applied after an interval (of two weeks) to verify the data extraction process.

The following information has been extracted from the studies identified as being relevant to the research being performed:

· Paper name, 

· Paper ID (assigned to each item of literature by the researcher),

· Extraction time and date,

· Information relevant to the research questions chosen, 

· Any other points worth noting,

· Information about primary studies undertaken (if applicable).

Study Quality Assessment

Each publication in the final set was also 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 a particular studies findings 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 has been performed. 

2.2 Results

The quality assessment procedure that was carried out demonstrates how 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 Advanced Diploma learners alone.  

What important points have been noted in existing research relating to the Level Three (14-19) Advanced Diploma?

The Diploma is a composite qualification made up of new and existing qualifications. For the award of a Diploma a learner must pass three functional skills at an appropriate level, have confirmation that they have acquired personal, learning and thinking skills and have undertaken work experience (Office of the Qualifications and Examinations Regulator, 2008). The aim of the unified Diploma system was to: blur the academic and vocational divide, to tackle discrimination, to prevent early specialisation, to create space for innovative learning and to provide a climbing frame of progression opportunities for all 14-19 year olds (Grainger et al., 2007). Ertl et al. (2009) also suggest that Diplomas are intended to prepare learners for further education and training, for employment or to attract learners who may find applied learning more engaging than academic provision. It is also commented, by the same authors, how there has been limited input by HE providers into Diploma development.

O’Donnell et al. (2009) report how Higher Education Institutes (HEIs) of all types welcome the breadth of learning inherent in Diplomas while recognising their potential to widen participation. It was noted, however, that ‘research intensive’ universities are more likely to examine the academic rigor of Diploma content whilst ‘teaching led’ universities reported stronger support for Diplomas. In spite of this, the fact that the majority of senior University managers said they would follow the UCAS tariff system in regards to an Advanced Diploma (the equivalent of 3.5 A-Levels) demonstrates how many universities view the Diploma in the same light as ‘traditional’ qualifications.

Hodgson and Spours (2010) believe that the reputation of the Diploma will depend upon its ability to provide an effective progression route into University. Indeed, they state, that there have been numerous attempts since the early-1990s to provide broad vocational qualifications for access into HE alongside the established academic route of A-Levels. Moreover, it is commented how Diplomas first emerged in 2005 as the government’s response to the Tomlinson Review and that they find themselves competing with other vocational qualifications (such as the BTEC). Hodgson and Spours go on to highlight several issues that may have an impact upon the Diploma (including low uptake at an advanced level, low recognition of the value of the award, low understanding of what the Diploma entails) and suggest that the award should seek to brand itself as specifically vocational in order to identify its purpose and avoid direct competition with other qualifications.

In Powell and Harrison (2008) it is discussed how learners are attracted to the Diploma but that parents and teachers are concerned about its acceptability for university progression, unaware of the UCAS tariff and oblivious to the number of universities making positive statements about the qualification. Powell and Harrison also comment, despite there being skepticism in the media relating to the acceptability of Diplomas to universities, that 79% of universities had signaled their support for Diplomas as a progression route (by late-2008). The number of learners taking the Diploma at Level Three, however, is said to be small. Such a statement supports the conclusions of other reports that remark how Level Two Diplomas are the ones most likely to be offered by institutions (O’Donnell and Lynch, 2009). Despite this, it has been found that the majority of Diploma learners quizzed were satisfied and enjoying their course with half of Level Two learners stating they were contemplating undertaking the Level Three Diploma (Lynch et al., 2010). The same report also concluded that assessment of Diploma learners was an area of uncertainty for teachers (due to assessment practices not being standardised) and that the majority of Diploma parents feel they only have a little knowledge about the qualification. As well as the need for further information for parents it has also been suggested that improving institutions understanding of the Diploma, and in turn their preparedness for delivery, may increase the chances of the Diploma succeeding in its long term aims (McCrone, 2010).

Finally, the Nuffield Review of the 14-19 Diploma (Nuffield Review, 2007) reports that while 57% of respondents (all of whom were teachers and FE lecturers) thought that Diplomas were potentially a good idea, 73% did not believe that they would succeed in offering learners a genuinely high quality alternative to GCSEs and A-Levels. Moreover, the majority of lecturers and teachers believed that parents, learners, universities and even teachers themselves see Diplomas as having a lower status than more traditional qualifications.

What evidence is presented in regards to the experiences and aspirations of learners enrolled on the Advanced Diploma?
McCrone et al. (2010) describe how learners who chose to study a Diploma received some information about the qualification beforehand. This ranged from leaflets, taster sessions and general presentations on student options. Moreover, in McCrone et al. it is also discussed how the main motivation for young people in choosing the Diploma was an interest in the subject itself and very often a belief that the subject matter of the Diploma would be useful in leading to a particular job. Other factors stated by Diploma learners as having an impact upon their choice included the qualifications applied nature and its links to industry. Reasons for not choosing the Diploma were also considered and those stated by learners included the Diploma subject areas not appealing, being afraid of changing to a new qualification and knowing little about the Diplomas themselves.

A lack of comprehensive and consistent information, advice and guidance (IAG) was also commented on in McCrone et al. (2010) as being partly responsible for low numbers of learners being registered on some Diploma courses. Indeed, IAG has been shown by similar research as being an important factor that can contribute to a positive Diploma learning experience (Lynch et al., 2010). Feedback to the DCSF has also suggested that learners are attracted to the Diploma but that parents and teachers are concerned about the Diplomas acceptability for university progression (Powell and Harrison, 2008).

2.3 Discussion

The Advanced Diploma (Level Three 14-19) is a composite qualification which has the aim of bridging the academic and vocational divide whilst preparing young people for further education and/or training. Despite the Advanced Diploma still being in its infancy several issues have been reported in the literature. 

Limited input by HE providers in the design and construction of the Diploma has resulted in the Advanced Diploma not being accepted by some universities. At present only around 80% of HE institutes are accepting the award as a means of entry. This is an issue that has been shown to worry learners, parents and teachers alike and is a problem that needs to be addressed as a matter of urgency. 

Another factor that may have had an impact upon the success of the Diploma thus far is in regards to it being a qualification that does not seem to know its place in the broader educational spectrum. To elaborate, at present the Diploma is in direct competition with ‘traditional’ qualifications such A-Levels as well as established ‘vocational’ qualifications such as BTECs. Arguably if the Diploma could target a more specific niche of learners some of the problems that have hindered its progress up until now may be overcome.

Despite the Level Two Diploma being the most popular Diploma award, and with learners in the main commenting that they enjoyed their Level Two courses, few progress onto the Level Three Diploma. This may be due in part to other qualifications (such as A-Levels) often being recognised as the desirable method by which to gain access into HE and less likely to be troublesome to the student in the long run. Moreover, the lack of standardisation (in assessment and quality assurance) of the Level Three Diploma may also have a bearing upon student decisions as the educators delivering the courses may lack the confidence to do so effectively and efficiently. Whilst this may not always be apparent to the learners themselves, it may have a bearing upon teachers enthusiasm for the qualification. 

Finally, it has to be recognised that parents and teachers, as well as the learners themselves, play a large role in the decision making process. If these stakeholders could be better informed of the benefits that studying the Diploma brings, learners may feel less inclined to turn to ‘tried and tested’ qualifications as has been discussed.
2.4 Limitations of the Literature 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.
3. QUALITATIVE APPROACH
3.1 Method

Ethical Considerations

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).  Code numbers have been assigned for use within the project to protect participant’s anonymity. Permission has been ascertained to use direct anonymous quotations. Real names, raw, analysed and demographic data has not been associated with any participant. In addition, any identifying features arising from focus groups and interviews have been 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). 
Sampling 

Since the numbers of learners enrolled on the Advanced Diploma were relatively small all staff and learners were invited to be involved. 
Location

The researchers attended focus groups at the institutions. Interviews will be carried out over the telephone. 

Materials

A focus group/interview schedule was used for development staff (see Appendix 4), delivery staff (see Appendix 5) and learners (see Appendix 6). 

Pilot

The focus group and interview questions were discussed within the team to ensure validity and a portion of the data was independently analysed to ensure reliability. Similarly a portion of the literature was independently analysed to ensure reliability.
Procedure

The preferred method of data collection was focus groups, but where necessary telephone interviews were used. 
Analysis 

Qualitative data from the questionnaires, focus groups and interviews was thematically analysed in order to identify the common themes and any contradictions. 
3.2 Results - Developer/Manager/Practitioner Interviews
The thematic analysis of the data resulted in several main themes being identified. These are illustrated using examples of quotes from the participants. The quotes used are derived from each of the groups of participants: developers of the Advanced Diploma, Managers of the Diploma and/or institute running the Diploma and Practitioners (teachers) involved in the day-to-day implementation of the Diploma.

Lessons Learned From Implementing Similar Qualifications

P1: … We wanted to try and see what it (the Diploma) looked like pre-16 before moving to post-16… The pre-16 was very much to look at what the diploma was like, what it is about, what sort of challenges come with it and it also gave time for potential deliverers at Level Three to really get to grips with the specs… So we learnt a lot from our pre-16 delivery which we were able then to move into the post-16 environment… One college is delivering the diploma from this September decided that, due to success in pre-16, looking at its curriculum opportunity and the style of qualification it made the choice that it would offer the Business and Admin Finance Diploma Level Three as its main qualification offer in that particular sector and it has recruited 21 learners.

Supporting Learners Make Their Choices

P3: IAG (is important). Good practice would be where you have diploma information clearly in an option booklet, specific sessions provided at option evening for diplomas and giving an overall course plan at the start of the course. Now again we’ve got a lot of examples of that but we also saw examples where diploma information was incorrect or where diploma information was not given a slot at parent’s evenings, so IAG is really really [sic] important… Students really valued taster sessions and those activities which gave them a clear view of what the diploma was. All the youngsters we saw, bar one, made a positive choice to do the diploma based upon the IAG and the taster sessions.

Supporting the Learner Experience

P3: We had in some districts up to three or fours visits where we looked at administration (is it in place?), had the young people got a clear view of what the diploma was, what they were going to do at the end, how all the units fitted together, what they were going to be doing when (the big scheme picture). We looked at young peoples folders and the marking (to check it was in line with diploma criteria and not BTEC for example)... to ensure some colleagues weren’t delivering BTEC content under a diploma title. So we had regular update meetings with the people who were teaching the diplomas but also with line of learning leads and teachers and principals from different schools... and we will pick that up again this academic year. We have already had some meetings and have put our over arching diploma view together. We have gone around the institutions that were delivering the diplomas and we’ve put together a report for senior leaders about good and practice that needs to improve… The best practice that we found... where things were working really well was where there was an effective monitoring of attainment and target setting. That means a summative tracking sheet that is shared by all colleagues involved with that young person... for instance (on it) there was their personal data such as their GCSE points score, their individual GCSEs. That’s very important because if you want to move the additional specialist learning you need to see what all the GCSEs are… It’s an ongoing document that can be used by the youngsters as well. We talked about having a RAG rating, so if attainment falls below expectations it’s flagged up as red, so it’s nice and visual for learners and for all people involved. Early identification of students who need extra functional skills support, if you’ve got their prior attainment in terms of GCSE and post-16 for the advanced you’ll be able to pick up very quickly... its no good just assessing them... you’ve got to give them support.

P7: The other difficulty is that it is quite a mixed group. There are some high achievers and others that are not so much. There is differentiation involved in delivery. But so far it seems to be going quite well.

P8: I have been teaching for 20 years and for business education I think this is the best… it gives them such an edge in the job market: the extended projects, the A-Level, the functional skills… they can achieve an awful lot. The downside to that is that it is very challenging and what we are finding is that we are having to look at how students learn because they are doing such a range of stuff that we have to be fundamental and encourage them to think about the learning process to help them with a really challenging program.

The Opinions of Parents on the Advanced Diploma
P3: What we found (with learner feedback) is all the students, particularly post-16, felt that the parents had been extremely supportive and it had actually re-engaged the parents in their learning... It’s almost like going back to primary school where parents are far more engaged with their children's learning and because parents felt they had something to offer from their own experiences with work. Parents were very supportive of the diploma and its style of learning.

Issues with Student Numbers

P1: … (A college) were considering offering the… diploma and what they are able to do as it is a larger college, with more of a niche market, they would have been able to offer it alongside their other qualifications but at this given moment it hasn’t recruited. 

P2: I suspect... We’ll be disappointed to find out (there will be no intake next year) and that (when we tally numbers) there won’t be any (learners recruited) for this year as well.

P4: I did the bid in the first place which wasn’t just the Advanced Diploma it was Levels One, Two and Three... (The Institute) couldn’t recruit. They had one student who wanted to do it and they took out everything else the kid might want to do... most of the kids who professed a general interest didn’t want to do it… (There hasn’t been success with the Diploma) at an Advanced Level. I got no Advanced Level courses running. They ran Level Two stuff... but there weren’t enough kids to make it viable, the school did it at a loss.

P6: The advanced was only delivered in collaboration with one other provider and they only recruited two students while we recruited about 14 students in that first cohort. This year, because the programme has commenced again, the college haven't recruited any (learners).

P7: We did market the IT Advanced Level Diploma… but that did not recruit at all… Business Admin & Finance did recruit… (and that is running at the moment) with 19 learners.

Issues with Applied Learning and Employer Engagement

P1: The biggest (challenge)… is the applied learning and the employer engagement. And it is all about how you make the diploma come to life and these real world experiences that are built in and we are in a position, especially at a college ... where it is difficult to sustain employer engagement in the marketplace (due to the geographical location of the college) and this has been a real battle, one that I don’t think we have cracked properly yet and is one that is ongoing. In many ways that is crucial to it. 

P2: (We found) it is virtually impossible for (some companies) to offer substantial work experience because they just don't have the capacity. So, what we did was to use design briefs, and all sorts of different mechanisms, to actually encourage work-like experience without actually using individual employers to the extent where they buckle or could not cope.

P6: Another challenge was making sure work experience was in place for those pupils because that was very much part of the requirement for the diploma to have a number of days work experience, 10 days… The college because (has got) really well established employer links they were able to call on a couple of employers to forge those employer links, employer engagement, and this led to the project unit being delivered, or being delivered in part, in company. The projects were really alive because they were suggestions by the company for the students to look at. So again, it wasn’t a major issue because those links had already been forged you see.

P7: We delivered the Advanced Diploma at Higher Level and when we were first developing that there was lots of interest from employers… they came to our breakfast meetings and this, that and the other… When we were actually planning for them to come and do something it has been quite different really. I can see both sides, it is difficult for employers to spare people to come out so… We have some good employers on site that we do use, one in particular a lot of the assignments and teamwork is based around which works well. I just think it is something that could be better really. I think with the Advanced it is something that will be better as we are not so pushed for time. 

Cost of the Advanced Diploma
P1: … If you have got a group of 21 (learners) then the physical costs of these types of visits (outside field trips) on top of course costs, other finance etc (can be a challenge). 

P2: I think there were a number of challenges but the biggest issue is the cost effectiveness of a programme such as the Level Three Diploma. The other issue that (teachers) are facing at the moment is the local intensive nature of the diploma, the fact that it is very expensive to run and because it is so expensive to run it isn’t their favourite and therefore its lifespan is going to be reasonably short lived in that school… I have been into the school on several occasions to support them but it is simply the cost effectiveness of running the diploma so the senior leadership felt it was so demanding on the delivery staff that it wasn't fair on them and they would get a better return on (using) cheaper qualifications which is a great shame.

What Attracts Learners to the Diploma?

P1:  It is because of that relationship to the world of work, and it is significantly different, and it affects the Diploma as opposed to the specific title of other qualifications. 

P7: I think the fact that… the employer engagement and hands-on side of it dealing with real situations and everything is a big draw. Its drawing students that aren’t necessarily A-Level material but that are bright as well but they like the real world aspect of it. 

P8: It varies… disillusionment with A-Levels really. About 75% did A-Levels but became disillusioned with them and wanted a different kind of course. 

Enthusiasm of Teachers Delivering the Advanced Diploma
P2: The lead teacher… is absolutely magnificent and if it wasn’t for her there would not have been a cohort… she has got such a dynamic approach and has encouraged a lot of young people to follow her.

P3: … Succession planning for diploma staff… because what you really don’t want is a school that’s really strong and committed to the diploma, because a member of staff is, and when a member of staff goes everything falls apart so succession planning is really important.

P6: Our success really was based around the fact that the practitioner delivery team more or less met every other week. So that really helped matters.

Support for the Advanced Diploma

P2: I have worked with the team (at a school) and we have done quite a lot of one to one training, one to one support, we’ve put money into the school to support the development of the Level Three Diploma, there’s been a capital build at the school for the Level Three Diploma so there has been quite a range of activities that have been very very [sic] proactive in the support of that diploma.

P3: We’ve very much took a hands-on approach. Some local authorities would let consortia to get on with it, but we didn’t we provided a lot of support for consortia on helping them to generate the evidence to write their gateway mission and to help them to train their staff… We have quite a tight infrastructure to support diploma development… We also had, before consortium put their bid in to government, we vetted those bids. So we did an internal quality assurance on the gateway applications and guided people where there were bits missing and so on.

Opinions of Learners Who Do Enrol on the Advanced Diploma
P2: The (learners) were very positive (in regards to the Diploma)… everybody that we have been involved with when we have done reviews with young people, with one or two minor exceptions, have been so happy and supportive of the diploma and really engaged in the processes. It is perhaps a great shame that the diploma did not get the launch that it deserved.

P3: The words the youngsters used to describe the diploma, “gives you freedom and independence” because of the different style of learning, “its challenging but fun”, “fun and interesting”, “above par, hard but worth it”, “respected in a positive way”, “no pain, no gain” in other words its hard but worth it... The things that came up very strongly were get your tracking and monitoring right, get your IAG correct, get your workforce development in place and get your overall planning in place.
Issues with Time

P4: (The Diploma is too time intensive to be attractive to learners). Not because of the time spent on it but other things that you can’t do when you’re doing that... They would have to sacrifice other things (to do the Diploma). Its opportunity cost isn’t it?

P6: The fact that the specs were new, so you had the challenge of getting to grips with the new specification… There was a challenge upon the group to ensure that those pupils pass their functional skills because there is no time allocation given to the development of functional skills at Level Three Advanced (because you weren't funded for it and so you had to fit that into your programme). There was also the challenge of ensuring that the additional specialist learning was completed in a timely fashion and to make sure that contributed to the overall diploma grade.

P7: The problem for us at the beginning that has been resolved now (was) that some learners had issues (with the additional learning) to fit in with our timetable. I think you will find that a lot of people have had that issue… there has been a question of sorting out what functional skills (learners) have already got. If they haven’t got functional skills at Level Two we have got to put them through it and the majority of the group don’t have it so we have to build functional skills into their timetable as well… With the Higher Level diploma we have been really pushed for time as we only get the learners for one day a week and (we) have an awful lot of work to cover… time pressures (limit) the ability to have trips out and there are time pressures in having to deliver the content and getting the assignment work done. We have been finding that trips just take such a long time. We’d love to be going out on trips all the time its just such a chunk of ‘wasted, dead’ time the travelling to and from because of where we are (rural location). But I think that will be less of an issue for the Advanced (Diploma) as the learners are (at college) full time. 

P9: It’s a huge qualification. The feedback I get from staff and possibly students is that it’s fairly broad which to some degree is exactly what it was aimed to do and because it’s fairly broad it gives students the opportunity to have a go at various elements within the Engineering discipline. The flip side to that is that sometimes because it is broad learners have already made that decision and want to focus in on a particular area and it does not give them the opportunity to. So there are two sides to it. There is strength because of the breadth but also it is a limiting factor because of the breadth as well… If I look at it from my position as a manager I would suggest that because there are so many elements to the Advanced Diploma… It makes it extremely difficult for students to be successful across all of the qualifications that are needed. So, from a success point of view, even though the Engineering Diploma nationally probably has greater success than the other Advanced Diplomas I don’t think it helps, there are too many strands to the qualification. Learners have to get obviously all of those strands and it becomes then massive. It’s got massive guided learning hours and it becomes a massive program for them. And sometimes they (learners) get lost along the way I think, there is too much going on at any one time and I think if it was rationalised we’d get both the success from it and the learners could pick their way through it and would be there at the end so we would have both retention and achievement I think.

Progression into Higher Education (HE) after the Advanced Diploma
P6: it would be interesting to find out where the previous cohort have gone, what they have gone on to in terms of progression because there are some institutions, nationally, that haven't got a problem with the Advanced Level Diploma being equivalent to three and a half A-Levels but there may be some institutions that possibly have. Again, UCAS have fully accepted what that programme is and have given it points, in terms of points allocation, that are equivalent to the three A-Level route so they certainly are not disadvantaged from that perspective. But it would be interesting to see where they go on to.

P7: I think the majority will go on to HE… I think most of them will stay reasonably local. 

P8: We are trying to give them an idea about what University is like, bringing in people to talk about careers… a lot of students haven’t really made their minds up about what they want to do. It is still early days really… I think the course will (adequately prepare them to go on to HE) because they are doing projects, doing the A-Level, (doing) functional skills, some students are doing GCSE’s as well… they are going to have a broad qualification, a mix of academic… its closer to A-Levels than BTEC with the coursework element, its much more rigorous and akin to A-levels. I think, in that respect, it prepares students for HE very well… We’ll have to see how many Universities accept it next year… a lot of good Universities have been involved in its design so I am optimistic that students will get in.

Potential Changes That Would Make the Advanced Diploma More Successful

P2: I’d like to see the diploma more accessible. It clearly has very, very stringent demands academically for young people and it is important that it is seen as a very weighty, very meaningful and very relevant qualification. So it isn’t necessarily what I would do to change it, it is what I would like to see changed in the diploma and the persona of the diploma that needs to take place as we worked very hard to make the diploma a success… but, I think, a lot of the infrastructure that has been put in place has been unpicked because of the nature of the demands on the curriculum… it is a super qualification that has never been given the right forum to succeed in.

P4: The principal is right it’s just the logistics of it all. The principal of doing your learning in a vocational context is right but the amount of work the kids have to put in, and the fact that it chalks off other avenues, before the kids may be ready to make that decision, is the problem and I don’t know how you get around that.

P6: What makes the diploma a higher risk is the fact that you've got all these elements that make up the diploma programme so it’s not a stand alone qualification... Principal learning needs to be passed, personal learning and thinking skills needs to be tracked, functional skills need to be passed and additional specialist learning that needs to be passed. Unless students pass all these elements of the diploma they don't get a diploma, they get the constituent elements of it.

P7: It was disappointing that we got no interest in the IT Diploma whatsoever but it is something that we need to look at, what else is offered alongside it (e.g. we offer the national diploma which does recruit really well) and they opted for that instead of the IT Diploma whereas Business does seem to have recruited well. 

P8: The big concern I have got is that students have to do additional learning… an A-Level because the college hasn’t given them an alternative. It would have been nice for example to have given them a BTEC alternative as additional learning but we haven’t done that… students are starting to not attend (A-Level classes) and things like that… we are trying to clamp down on it.

P9: If the aims of the Diploma were to get more people into Engineering and then for them to progress onto Foundation Degrees or to go on further… I don’t think I have seen much difference between what the Advanced Diploma has replaced which were the old BTEC Engineering Diplomas… From conversations with other members of staff that have spent some time with it I think what we would like to do would be to inject more elements of practical activities into it. Its very theory based, or you can make it very theory based if you are not careful and I think the qualification needs to be a blend of practical activities… So I think there does need to be a blend, it may well be at the moment extremely academic and there might be the need to chose from more units that are more practical based.

The Impact of External Factors on Advanced Diploma Delivery

P3: From my perspective, my concerns with the new (political) landscape seem to be panning out from the new coalition government… Employers wanted diplomas, they wanted skills developing... what are employers doing to lobby for a vocational or skills based curriculum? 

P9: OFSTED are now looking for retention, achievement and success. Because, as I said earlier, there are so many strands to this qualification, and as it is run via the LEA (Local Education Authority) there are several parties involved in it, there are a lot of qualifications, if I am being measured by retention, achievement and success, and funding depends upon that, the external forces on the qualification are for me to come up with or to look at other qualifications that provide similar activities that… there are fewer strands to them so I can improve the retention and success rate for the learners that we have. So if I’ve got a situation where I’ve got a 55% success rate for the Advanced Diploma, and I can operate at 70% with an extended diploma or normal Diploma, there is pressure put on me both internally and externally to offer the one that provides for us the best return and success for our money and if you look at it from that point of view I am sure that the Advanced Diploma may well be on a hiding to nothing.
3.3 Results – Student Focus Groups

Three focus groups were carried out, two at one college, where the learners were either in the first or second year of an engineering course and the other learners were from a different college and enrolled on the first year of a Business, Administration and Finance course.
What Learners Did Before the Advanced Diploma

P: School. 
P: GCSEs.
P: (We came here for a visit day) that’s why we chose it. 
P: I did Engineering at school. 

What Attracted Learners to the Advanced Diploma

P: I came onto this course because I failed (elsewhere) and it’s my last chance to do well. 
P: We were please with the vast resources that the college offers… computers, engineering resources.
P: Because I enjoy business (and because I) want to go to University… this is my first year of the course (and I’ll have to go to University under the new funding measures).
P: I wasn’t allowed to do A-Levels [LAUGHTER] … because I got an E in English. I wasn’t allowed to do ordinary A-Levels (but I am doing an A-Level with this course). 
P: Same reasons… right course at right time… I would of liked to do a BTEC though [AGAIN MURMURS OF AGREEMENT AMONGST GROUP]… it (BTEC) is easier but not worth as much as the Advanced Diploma. (In the long term it probably is) the better choice. 

Parents Thoughts on the Advanced Diploma

I: What do your parents think about the course, are they happy you are doing it?
P: [MURMURS OF AGREEMENT AMONGST GROUP].
Working Whilst Studying the Advanced Diploma

P. All of us. 
P: Mines in the same area (as the course). I am a lift engineer. 
P: I work at Tesco… stacking shelves…   
P: I work in a restaurant (waiting on)… I am getting a feel for how a business runs. 
P: I work in a kitchen… Helping the Chef… Catering (in the future) is not for me though. 
P. I work at Iceland… stacking shelves… 

P: I make spacecraft at home [LAUGHTER]. 

Work Experience Whilst Enrolled on Advanced Diploma 

P: (We haven’t done any work experience whilst we’ve been on the course). [MURMURS OF AGREEMENT]. 
P: We went (to a firm) for a day… some of us went for two weeks. 
P: (Everyone had the opportunity to go for two weeks) but some of us didn’t enjoy it… some of us were put in offices. 
P: Which isn’t what we were after.
P: Some of us didn’t get any work to do, They just sat us in a corner.
Positives about the Advanced Diploma
P: The main teacher [MURMURS OF AGREEMENT AMONGST GROUP] … 
P: The course leader. 

P: I think, providing we get the qualification at the end of it, it is going to be dead good because it is the Level 3 Advanced one… if we get it (and they don’t just send us home because it takes an hour and half/two hours to come in).
P: (I am pretty happy so far). 
Negatives about the Advanced Diploma

P: (We were told when we applied that there was a trip to South Africa)… but its not happening now. The person who set it up has left. 
P: The organisation (like classes being cancelled) and them just saying, “go home”.
P: We got free bus passes last year but didn’t get them this year…
P: It’s a bit laid back… I would prefer more practical elements. 
P: Yeah, there are no practicals… (We can’t use workshops on campus).
P: We have been told (on several occasions) that we are going on a trip, to RAF Cosford, but it hasn’t happened. 
P: (The trip) was actually part of the assignments as well… We’d brought in permission slips, done preparation work and assignments ready for it and then on the day (you’re told) “you’re not going”. 
P: Functional skills [MURMURS OF AGREEMENT AMONGST GROUP]... it insults your intelligence. Its GCSE level stuff, common sense stuff which you already know. 

P: (Teaching is spread throughout the week). We just sit around (watching TV) in between classes.
P: We would prefer to be taught all in one block… [MURMURS OF AGREEMENT AMONGST GROUP].

I: What about if you could access it in the evening?
P: No way!

Feedback on Student Performance

P: I think we will be getting feedback… we have had some face-to-face… it was helpful (and I would) prefer it (to getting a mark sheet).
P: (We get support from tutors if we ask for it).
Options after the Advanced Diploma Has Finished

P: Apart from University (I haven’t thought).
P: (I think you would have to start at the bottom, as a machinist or something like that, and work your way up). 
P: I am interested in Architecture… (I think) this course could lead to an Architecture course. 

P: I am going to apply for University… but I would prefer to do an Advanced Apprenticeship… because with Engineering you can’t really learn the skills sat in a classroom (you need to do something practical)… I’d like money!
P: I want to go to Loughborough for the sports facilities.
P: I am planning on doing an Advanced Apprenticeship… they put you in work placements and University at the same time… (you get paid for an Advanced Apprenticeship and so do course fees).
P: They are hard to come by though…
P: They have dried up again.
P: The only way I would go to University would be if I was doing an Advanced Apprenticeship. 
P: I am going to apply anyway as I want to go into teaching… I don’t want to rely on getting an Advanced Apprenticeship… I would like a (related) part-time job (to get experience). 
P. I want to do an apprenticeship… where you do two days of Uni and work the rest… it’s a full-time thing. 
P: I want to go to Uni. 
P: I’d like to do Law. 
P: I’d like to do Business Management at Wolverhampton. 
P: (I am not thinking of going to University) … I want to work. I don’t really enjoy college that much. (Nothing could draw me to University or make it more attractive). I am not interested in it. I want to be full-time (working) getting money. 

Experiences with Assessment

I: How did you find the assignments, were they difficult or not too bad?
P: Easy…
P: They are hard at first but you get used to them. 
P: They are getting more difficult this year (as opposed to first year).
P: It hasn’t been too hard… we don’t know if we’ve passed yet.
3.4 Discussion 

In total nine interviews were held with various developers, managers and practitioners involved with the Advanced Diploma in the Network’s area. Various common trends and themes have been identified and presented in Section 3.2. From this, the following observations have been made:

· Past delivery of similar (if not identical qualifications) can help an institute to prepare for Advanced Diploma delivery. 

· Information, Advice and Guidance for learners is important. This can include option booklets and specific Advanced Diploma ‘taster sessions’. 
· Regular vetting and checking (once the Diploma is being delivered) can help to ensure that best practice is being followed. Overall planning is also crucial.
· The implementation of learner tracking sheets can be an effective tool in the monitoring of attainment and target setting as can a RAG (Red, Amber, Green) rating which learners can visually use to keep track of achievement. 

· Advanced Diploma groups are likely to contain learners of very different abilities and provisions need to be made to cater for this. 

· The Advanced Diploma offers parents a unique opportunity to be involved in their child’s learning as they can share their experience of the workplace with them.

· Student recruitment for the Advanced Diploma has been low. In some cases the Advanced Diploma did not recruit at all or institutes have run the Diploma at a loss.

· Employer engagement can be an issue. This can be due to factors such as geographical location or because local employers simply do not have the capacity to cater for work experience cohorts. Pre-established links with employers (from past ventures) can be crucial in determining whether or not employers can actively engage with the Advanced Diploma. It seems that nothing can compare with actual work experience in an actual workplace.

· The Advanced Diploma in its current guise offers poor value for money and this may dissuade some institutes from running it.

· Employer engagement and hands-on learning is a big draw for learners to the Advanced Diploma. Care must be taken to ensure that these ‘promises’ are met. 

· Success of Advanced Diploma delivery can greatly depend on the enthusiasm of teaching staff. 

· It is important to ensure that one member of staff alone is not responsible for Advanced Diploma delivery and that there is suitable contingency measures in place should a member of teaching staff leave their position. 

· Time issues can impact the success of Advanced Diploma delivery. Not only is the qualification time intensive, but other classes and subjects may also have to be sacrificed by learners due to timetabling clashes. Time constraints may also have an impact on whether work experience or field trips can take place as classroom teaching is often considered to be more important than such activities. 
· The Advanced Diploma is a broad qualification. This may be perceived as both an advantage and disadvantage. 

· There needs to be clarity about the Advanced Diploma and Higher Education progression options. 

· Support from awarding bodies is important especially when the Advanced Diploma is being implemented in an institution for the first time.
· Competition from A-Levels and other vocational qualifications may have affected Advanced Diploma uptake.

· External factors (change of government and pressures from outside bodies) may have dissuaded institutions from running (or fully supporting) the Advanced Diploma. 

In addition to these nine interviews, three focus groups were also run in order to gauge the opinions of learners currently enrolled on the Advanced Diploma (n=26). Again several points have been noted from this:

· Learners come from a range of backgrounds before studying the Advanced Diploma although most appear to come from school. 

· The fact that the Advanced Diploma offers an alternative to A-Levels, a chance to progress into HE and the facilities of institutions themselves are some reasons why learners chose to study the award. 

· Parents seem to support the Advanced Diploma. 

· Many Advanced Diploma learners work part-time alongside their studies but few do in a related industry to their Advanced Diploma. 

· Most learners felt disillusioned with the work experience aspect of the Advanced Diploma and that it wasn’t what was expected. 

· Whilst most teaching was considered good by learners some reported that just copying from slides did not help them to learn.

· Learners also felt frustrated when they were sent home when classes were cancelled at the last minute after they had made their journey to their institute. 
· Learners have been promised various field trips but these sometimes did not materialise and were often cancelled at the last minute. 

· Learners were frustrated with the Functional Skills aspect of the Advanced Diploma. 

· Learners preferred their teaching in blocks rather than throughout the week as they feel they have to sit around between classes. There was little enthusiasm for evening classes however. 

· Learners seemed happy with the quality of feedback but preferred face-to-face feedback rather than just receiving a mark sheet. 

· Most learners agreed that the Advanced Diploma would help improve their options after completing their course and would be suitable for progression into Higher Education. 

· Learners were generally satisfied with the nature of the assessments they have been given. 
3.5 Limitations of the Qualitative Approach
It must be considered when interpreting the results of the qualitative study that both the interview and student participants self-selected to be involved in the research. Indeed, some potential learner participants chose not to be involved in the study after they were approached. This may have resulted in some viewpoints, not already considered, being excluded from the final report. However, by involving a selection of different participants, it is hoped that many views are included and that data were collected until saturation was reached. 
4. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This report has investigated the experiences and aspirations of both learners enrolled on the Advanced Diploma (the Level Three 14-19 Diploma) as well as the thoughts of developers, managers and practitioners responsible for the implementation of the award.  The report has consisted of two main parts: a review of the existing literature and an analysis of qualitative data.

From analysis of data collected during the literature review, and after a discussion, several findings have been noted. This information can be used as a platform to make recommendations for the future delivery of the Advanced Diploma, which in the current political climate will be subject to change. These recommendations are:

· Steps must be taken in order to alleviate the worries of learners, parents and teachers about the applicability of the Advanced Diploma as a means of gaining entry to Higher Education (HE).

· Further clarification about the nature of the Advanced Diploma in the broader educational spectrum may bolster support for the award. At present the Advanced Diploma is perceived by many to be in competition with both the A-Level and BTEC qualifications. 

· A lack of standardisation (in assessment and quality assurance) of the Level Three Diploma may also have a bearing upon student decisions as the educators delivering the courses may lack the confidence to do so effectively and efficiently. Measures should be taken to ensure that such risks are minimised and have little effect.
· Stakeholders such as parents and teachers can have a huge impact on the decisions made by learners. Better IAG for these groups may help to bolster support for the Advanced Diploma. 

From the information collected during the qualitative study several recommendations can also be made:
· Lessons learned from the delivery of similar (if not identical qualifications) can help an institute prepare for Advanced Diploma delivery. 

· Adequate IAG for learners and parents is crucial. The Advanced Diploma offers parents a unique opportunity to be involved in their child’s learning as they can share their experience of the workplace with them.

· Overall planning can play a part in the success of Advanced Diploma implementation. 

· Sufficient monitoring of student performance should take place.

· Provisions should be implemented which help to cater for the broad range of abilities which an Advanced Diploma class may contain and thereby help all learners to reach their potential. 

· Pre-established links with employers (from past ventures) can be crucial in determining whether or not employers can actively engage with the Advanced Diploma. Such links should be well established before implementing the Advanced Diploma. 
· There appears to be no substitute for hands-on ‘real-world’ work experience.
· The cost effectiveness of the Advanced Diploma may be an issue and may dissuade some institutions from running it. 
· Succession planning should be implemented in order to ensure that if a key member of Diploma teaching staff leaves their position, Advanced Diploma delivery can carry on as normal. 
· Time can be an issue (in both terms of arranging work experience and in timetabling clashes). Measures should be taken in order to ensure such factors do not have an impact on Advanced Diploma delivery. 
· There needs to be clarity about the Advanced Diploma and its applicability for progression into Higher Education. 
· Support from awarding bodies is important especially when the Advanced Diploma is being implemented in an institution for the first time.

· As many Advanced Diploma learners work part-time alongside their studies, but few do in a related industry to their Advanced Diploma, institutions may seek to advise learners of potential methods of securing more appropriate part-time work. 

· Engaging lessons (i.e. not copying from slides) with plenty of hands-on experience are what learners enjoy best. 
· Poor organisation (e.g. lesson cancellations at the last minute/cancelled field trips) can leave learners feeling annoyed and disillusioned. Better organisation can improve student morale.
· Learners were frustrated with the Functional Skills aspect of the Advanced Diploma and steps should be implemented in order to demonstrate the importance of such lessons.  

· Face-to-face feedback seems to be more valued by learners than just receiving a mark sheet.  
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Information Sheet for Advanced Diploma 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 on or are involved in the development or delivery of an appropriate course. 

The Lifelong Learning Network is carrying a research project looking at the experience and aspirations of learners enrolled on Advanced Diplomas. 
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 it will be carried out in your school or college and will take approximately one 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.

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 353817
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Information Sheet for Advanced Diploma 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 are currently enrolled on or are involved in the development or delivery of an appropriate course. 

The Lifelong Learning Network is carrying a research project looking at the experience and aspirations of learners enrolled on Advanced Diplomas. 
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 an interview. The telephone interview it will be carried out at a time to suit you 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.

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 353817
Appendix Two: Informed Consent Form
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Informed Consent for Advanced Diploma Research

I confirm that:

· 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 recorded. 

· I understand that the information I provide will be treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as mine. 

· I understand that the 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.

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 University

BL068 Blackheath Lane

Stafford
ST18 0AD

a.c.rout@staffs.ac.uk

01785 353817
Appendix Three: Opt In Letter
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Enquiries to:

Amelia Rout
Telephone:

01785 353787

E-mail:

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

30/09/10
Advanced Diploma Research 

OPTING-IN FOR RESEARCH

Staffordshire, Stoke-on-Trent, Shropshire, Telford & Wrekin Lifelong Learning Network are currently undertaking a research project, exploring the experiences of learners who are enrolled on the Advanced Diploma (the level three 14-19 diploma). The findings will be used to make recommendations around engaging learners, curriculum development and progression agreements.

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 the researcher.

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.

Amelia Rout

Staffordshire University

BL068 Blackheath Lane

Stafford
ST18 0AD

a.c.rout@staffs.ac.uk

01785 353817
Enclosed
Information sheet




Informed consent


Appendix Four: Development Staff Focus Group/Interview Schedule
Checklist:


· Recorder/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 recording. Stress anonymity. When we expect to finish. 
Topics for discussion

Theme 1.

Were there any challenges during the development?

What were the main lessons learnt?
Theme 1.

Explore why learners enrolled on the Advanced Diploma

Theme 2.


Explore: Content and delivery of course



Has it met its aims?



Employer engagement



Key positives



Key negatives



Changes?
Close Discussion

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

Appendix Five: Delivery Staff Focus Group/Interview Schedule
Checklist:


· Recorder/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 recording. Stress anonymity. When we expect to finish. 
Topics for discussion

Theme 1.

Explore why learners enrolled on the Advanced Diploma

Theme 2.


Explore: Content and delivery of course



Has it met its aims?



Employer engagement



Key positives



Key negatives



Changes?
Theme 3.

Explore: Assessment



How was the assessment?



How was the feedback?




Should we do things differently?

Theme 4.

Explore the information, advice and guidance available to learners



What did they access before they enrolled?



What do they access when they are on the course?



What IAG have they had about progressing to HE?
Theme 5.

Explore: Next steps



What plans to the learners have now?



Are any planning to go onto HE?



If so, has the course helped them prepare for that?
Close Discussion

· Summarise main points, ask if there are any questions, thank participants for their contributions.
Appendix Six: Learner Focus Group/Interview Schedule
Checklist:


· Recorder/microphones/batteries

· Refreshments on arrival

· Clock

· Informed consent

Introduction:

· ‘Icebreaker’ –introduction of researcher and project. 

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

Theme 1.

Explore why learners enrolled on the Advanced Diploma



Parental opinion?



What else were they considering?

Theme 2.


Explore: Content of course



Has it met its aims?



Employer engagement



Key positives



Key negatives



Changes?
Theme 3.

Explore: Assessment



How was the assessment?



How was the feedback?




Should we do things differently?

Theme 4.

Explore the IAG available to learners



What did they access before they enrolled?



What do they access when they are on the course?



What IAG have they had about progressing to HE?
Theme 5.

Explore: Next steps



What plans to the learners have now?



Are any planning to go onto HE?



If so, has the course helped them prepare for that?
Close Discussion

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

� Please note that some quotes are in brackets where they have been paraphrased by the researcher to enhance readability.
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