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Background

The SLN Bioscience curriculum team has been developing new opportunities for learning, progression and continuing professional development (CPD) in land-based and biosciences across Sussex.  The themes of widening participation and retention have run through almost all our activities. Policy at both government and institutional levels identifies these areas as important, and there have been a number of initiatives to develop and support both retention and widening participation. Lifelong Learning Networks (LLNs) are playing an important part.

The team has engaged in several research projects that have informed our work. These include the STAR project (http://www.ulster.ac.uk/star/) and several small-scale practitioner-led projects funded by the SLN. Greater flexibility, course accessibility and delivery, particularly in terms of providing part-time options, was identified as a priority for curriculum design. 

Student expectations and experiences
Although previous work has investigated the expectations and experiences of students progressing to postgraduate study, there has been little research into what students progressing from further education (FE) expect from their higher education course. In particular, there is a deficiency of knowledge concerning how widening participation has affected students’ expectations of higher education. The Biosciences curriculum team carried out two projects to investigate these areas further.

Over 30 students at Plumpton College on a National Diploma were surveyed towards the end of their two-year course. The purpose of this survey was to ascertain their expectations of the requirements of higher-level study and to evaluate the information, advice and guidance they had received to date. The students who chose to progress to foundation degree study at the same institution were then interviewed one month into their course. The experience and expectations of the students were documented and evaluated at that stage.

It was found that there were clear differences between the students who decided to progress, and those who didn’t, in terms of their expectations of HE. For example, those students who had made the decision to enrol on a National Qualifications Framework (NQF) level 4 course typically used words such as “challenging” and “hard work”. By comparison, those who were planning to enter employment or undertake further study at level 3 felt that HE would be “difficult” and “too hard”. Textual analysis of the responses indicates that, on the whole, the latter group had negative expectations and felt they would not be successful. In contrast, those opting to progress into a foundation degree, whilst appreciating the challenges, made positive statements and thought they were capable of succeeding.
The sub-set of students who had progressed were interviewed once they were on the course. They expressed the view that the course was meeting their expectations and that they were receiving the amount of support they had anticipated. Their main concerns were centred on their ability to cope with the increased science content of the course and the financial pressures they now faced. 
Although it is difficult to generalise from these findings, they suggest that there is a need for institutions to ensure that all students receive advice and guidance on progression, regardless of whether or not they express an interest in further study. The findings also suggest that it is important that students receive information on the financial and pastoral support available and not simply on the academic content of the course. Once studying at level 4 these students may require additional support during the initial stages of their course, particularly with regard to the science components.

Curriculum Design

The curriculum team took account of these findings when developing the bioscience curriculum as part of the SLN project. The development of the following courses was in part informed by the findings.

Foundation degree Bioscience

This course was a joint development between the University of Brighton and Plumpton College. Available in both full- and part-time modes, the course enables students to study modules across the full spectrum of the bioscience curriculum, from cellular to whole organism level. Modules can be taken at either institution and some are also available via distance learning mode. The entire curriculum is made up of existing modules and therefore the course can run with very small numbers. It is envisaged that further institutions may also become involved in the delivery of the course, subject to the necessary memorandum of cooperation being in place.
Foundation diplomas 

The Foundation diploma is a new qualification, validated by the University of Brighton after an initial request from Plumpton College and the SLN Bioscience Curriculum team. It is  effectively a replacement for the HNC qualification. Studied part-time over two years, the diploma carries 120 credits taken from a selection of modules at levels 4 and 5. The qualification has been developed with a strong input from employers, and is designed to be particularly appropriate for those looking to study while at work but still gain a full award in a two-year period. 
Again, the curriculum is made up of existing modules so the diploma can run with small numbers of students registered. The curriculum team were also involved in the development of other courses, including the Master of Research Bioscience, and the introduction of an Environmental Biology theme to the joint honours programme at University Centre Hastings (UCH). Both these courses provide novel and flexible progression routes into the Biosciences.

Curriculum Delivery

The research identified a need for support with the basic science. This was supported through the development of two initiatives -  the study skills site and greater coordination with the SLN Information, Advice and Guidance team.
Study skills site

The team used the existing Study Skills Handbook for the School of Pharmacy and Biomolecular Sciences as a starting point.  After the team had made improvements to this handbook, it was supplied to two groups of students. These groups were interviewed by the team to get their feedback on study support and what was relevant and helpful.  Using this feedback and research into other study skills resources, the handbook material was developed into a website.  Simon Macfarlane from ‘ClearBytes’ worked alongside the team to produce a study skills website that is now online at www.brighton.ac.uk/pabsstudyskills. This material was then edited and modified to produce a more generic bioscience study skills resource which will be published in a CD format and distributed to partner colleges around Sussex. 

Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG) 
The research showed that there was a need for specific IAG for students considering progressing to level 4. This was taken up with the SLN IAG team who were also involved in careers and courses events at the institutions. Further information on their work can be found in this e-book (see Section 3) and by visiting Sussexroutes.

Conclusion

The activities of the curriculum team have been extremely varied and presented a broad range of challenges, but we believe our work has led to some innovative and valuable approaches to widening participation and retention. The approach adopted by the curriculum team has not been direct. We consider that widening participation and retention need to be targeted, not as separate entities, but in an integrated way, during both course development and delivery. We may not have achieved this entirely, but within the confines of Biosciences in Sussex we have taken some interesting steps towards it.
