THE PROGRESSION OF VOCATIONAL LEARNERS TO HIGHER EDUCATION
SOME RESEARCH IDEAS
Presented by Helen Connor and Elaine Sinclair
The following research ideas were mainly identified as unanswered questions in research and subsequent dissemination of the report on ‘Progressing to higher education: vocational qualifications and admissions’ (Connor, Sinclair and Banerji, 2006). 
We are presenting these ideas through the LLN website in the hope that we can generate funding to take forward research on the admissions and progression of those with vocational qualifications into higher education.  Ideally we would like to gain support from several interested organisations across England so that together we can 
· design research that it is relevant to your needs
· gain co-operation from FE and HE institutions to be participants in the research
· ensure cross national and sector representation
· enable dissemination 
· provide a link between research findings and practice on the ground so that the research has an impact.
1. The progression and performance of learners with vocational L3 qualifications at entry to HE

The research identified barriers to the admissions of people with vocational qualifications because of concerns by admissions staff about their ability to succeed and retention. These concerns were greatest on ‘selecting courses’. 
Several institutions had attempted a statistical analysis of progression from year to year, or of year-end results and final degree classification.  However, they had problems with analysing this information in a meaningful way where small numbers were involved.  We are aware of similar problems in validity studies of employing organisations’ job selection activities.  A two stage project is proposed:
Stage 1: investigation of methods used by occupational psychologists carrying out job selection validity studies which could have application within HE to admissions - performance/progression analysis
Stage 2: use of these methods to investigate progression and performance of students with L3 vocational qualifications at institutional, subject, course, across LLN and possibly national levels (as compared with those with A-levels only).
2. Vocational learners’ perspective and experiences 
The vocational admissions research was based on interviews with staff in HE institutions and inevitably provided a single faceted picture with glimpses of other perspectives.  One of the missing perspectives was that of the applicant with L3 vocational qualifications.  Two areas of research are suggested:
*  Reasons for choosing to do L3 vocational qualification

One finding of the research was that admissions staff had a picture of the typical vocational applicant as being someone who was signposted to a vocational course because of relatively poor GCSE performance.  An illustration of this was the surprise expressed by some admissions tutors when some vocational applicants had very good GCSE results.
How do students make the decision to follow a vocational pathway at 16, or earlier at around 14?  What role do parents, tutors, others providing advice and guidance on GCSE qualifications, career and education aspirations etc play in this?

This research would involve a literature review as well as individual and group interviews with students attending 11- 16 and 11- 18 schools in Year 11 and after GCSE results are published.  Their teachers and other advisors would also be interviewed.  This study could be extended to consider L2 choices made in Year 9.
* Vocational learners’ experiences of applying to HE

The research identified several practices that related to how applicants with vocational qualifications were treated in the recruitment and HE admissions process, which were thought likely to have a negative impact on applications from these groups.  These practices included:

· Problems in describing the acceptablility of qualifications that were not A-levels/VCEs in prospectuses and websites

· Problems describing ‘standard offers’ made to applicants with these qualifications
· Face to face and telephone interviews with vocational applicants so that admissions staff could establish course content

· Reports of potential vocational applicants having to make telephone calls, fielded usually by administrative staff, to establish course requirements and whether qualifications were acceptable

How does the experience of applying to HE feel to the vocational applicant?  What role do HEI marketing materials, L3 teachers’ and tutors’ knowledge of HE institutions, parents, those providing advice and guidance, work of LLNs/Aimhigher, their personal experiences of contact with HEIs etc have on their application decisions? 

Experiences of applicants studying vocational qualifications would be compared with those doing only A-levels.

Applicants would be followed through the process with several interviews taking place between early July in Year 12 and the October after L3 results are published.  Their teachers/tutors and other advisors would also be interviewed.  A research literature review would be carried out also including an exploration of the use of current national student tracking surveys.
3. Admissions of those with vocational qualifications to Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths (STEM) courses

There were several courses in Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths(STEM) that were part of the research.  These were not generally the most welcoming to applicants with vocational qualifications despite the fact that many had problems recruiting students.  The statistical analysis carried out as a background to the research also highlighted the relatively small percentages of students entering physical sciences degree courses with vocational qualifications; and also mathematics when combined with computing in that data has the effect of exaggerating the size of the proportions with vocational qualifications taking maths degrees (and similar effects can be seen with other STEM combinations). 

This research would compare those HE courses in the same STEM disciplines that have (relatively) high and low numbers of students with vocational qualifications and different policies towards accepting them, in order to identify the reasons that lie behind the different student profiles.  It would explore how  the organisation of teaching, learning and assessment, outreach links and external and institutional factors impact on the decision to accept vocational applicants.  The national statistics on applicant and student qualification profile for the subjects studied would be analysed in more detail than in the previous research.  Admissions and other key staff at course and institutional level would be interviewed as well as those from linked Sector Skills Councils and professional bodies. 
4. The demand for HE from work-based learners

Learners qualified at Level 3 from the work-based route make up a very small  proportion of total entrants to HE degrees, though reliable estimates of this group are difficult to establish.  Our research was not focused specifically on part-time FE/work-based learning routes, but it did highlight some issues for work-based learners, confirming what others have indicated (eg on progress to HE of apprentices, see LSC/UVAC research 2005) that many who might want to progress ’lack knowledge about HE or face’ specific barriers in doing so. This can apply to Foundation as well as honours degrees.  Yet, this work-based route represents a key potential new source of recruits to HE as evident in current Government widening participation policy. Many work-based learners may be taking part-time HE courses related to their jobs and career plans, yet statistics on part-time students from existing HE datasets are ’weak.’
The proposed research would investigate the size of current demand for different HE programmes from work-based L3 learners, the potential for growth and whether there is 'latent' demand that is not being met for various reasons.  It would also consider what is needed to stimulate greater demand (eg better awareness raising to apprentices and their employers?  Appropriate mechanisms and 'influencers' in colleges?  better partnerships between employers and colleges/universities?  removing specific barriers on finance, motivation? etc)
 

The research would focus on a sample of colleges and universities and include: 
analysing statistics on HE entry from work-based learning routes (incl part-time HE study), interviews with students, employers, college and HE staff as well as interviews with other stakeholders such as Sector Skills Councils, professional bodies and local LSCs.
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