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Introduction

In common with other UK university departments the School of Service Management (SSM) at the University of Brighton recently (2006/07) validated seven top-up awards. The rationale behind this validation event was to offer an opportunity for students to build on previous appropriate studies in order to gain a higher qualification, therefore providing a bridge between a student’s previous study of a foundation degree or equivalent and an honours degree. 

Top-up degrees are a flexible, learner-friendly solution and they fit into HEFCE’s lifelong learning scheme (Roodhouse, 2006). Through the provision of Foundation degrees, the government aims to increase the 43% of 18–30 year-olds currently attending HE to 50% by 2010 (White Paper, 2003). Additionally, the HEFCE Strategic Plan (2008/15 updated from 2006/11) outlines six strategic aims; the one linked to this article is that of Widening Participation and Fair Access.  

This strategic aim identifies four key areas: increasing demand; increasing opportunities; progression for vocational learners and lifelong learning opportunities; and embedding widening participation. While the term ‘top-up’ is not specifically used in this section of the document, it is clear that the concept of ‘top-up’ degrees is a vehicle for meeting this agenda.  The reality of providing this opportunity at the School of Service Management meant that a number of significant changes had to take place in terms of both process and curriculum. 

This article begins by outlining the background to the changes. It goes on to examine the recruitment to National Qualifications Framework (NQF) level 6, the changes made to the curriculum for 2007/08, and further changes for 2008/09. The final sections examine dissertation results in terms of an indication of changes in the curricula and the entire level 6 cohort.

Background

For a number of years SSM has recruited direct entrants into level 6 (see Table 1). Prior to the top-up validation, direct entrants into level 6 applied through UCAS and opted for just completing one year of study (level 6). This being said, the majority of the students are recruited through partnership agreements and guided towards this process. Independent students wishing to undertake level 3 study search for suitable courses at institutions offering this service. 
Potential students were not always aware that SSM offered a level 6 opportunity and, although the recruitment and admissions team did take occasional phone calls enquiring about this, it was very dependent on the student’s tenacity to secure the best position for themselves rather than being a clear process in the school. Previous years have shown a small number of students being recruited from the UK and other institutions. However, during the 2006/07 academic year, SSM recruited only three independent students from Europe. Consequently, it was anticipated that the formalisation of the level 6 process, via independent UCAS codes for the top-up awards, would:

· offer transparency for potential students into level 6 
· recruit students from a wider audience - meeting with the university’s agenda of widening participation (University of Brighton, 2007)

· reduce reliance on students recruited from partnerships

· increase and spread recruitment into a wider range of courses

Designing the top-up degrees initiated a major change in the admissions criteria. In the past, students needed a merit profile and had to demonstrate success in a research methods module. After a series of long discussions, SSM changed the admissions criteria to enable students with 240 Foundation degree points entry directly into level 6, with research methods no longer a prerequisite. 

Despite no longer requiring success in the research methods module, students still required skills associated with research methods in order to underpin the honours dissertation. It was understood that the majority of students coming from partnership arrangements have previously studied research methods but, to ensure that no students were disadvantaged, a series of mechanisms was put in place. 

Consequently, it was important to monitor these changes and make further amendments as required and to gain greater understanding of issues experienced by direct entry level 6 students.

Direct entry into level 6 recruitment for 2007/08

The top-up awards were validated in June 2007, with the first cohort of students commencing in September 2007. Table 1 indicates the number of direct entry students for the past five years.

Table 1
Direct entry to level 6: student numbers 

	Academic year
	2003/04 
	2004/05


	2005/06
	2006/07
	2007/08

via top-up 

	Level 6
	72
	68
	69
	83
	91


Of the 91 students recruited directly into level 6 for the 2007/2008 academic year, 68 were female and 23 male. This female/male ratio for the school is evident in other cohort profiles. 

The undergraduate programme consists of 11 courses, but direct entry students are predominately recruited into three awards and the 2007/2008 academic year followed this pattern of enrolment. Students were recruited as follows:

· International Hospitality Management (43) 

· International Tourism Management (46) 

· International Travel Management (2)

Of these 91 direct entry students, 71 were recruited through partnership agreements and 20 were independently motivated to apply, compared to three the previous year. 

During the academic year five students deferred their studies for a year and one student de-registered, leaving 85 remaining students. The six students were all female and two were from partnership institutions. Of the 85 remaining students the nationality of the majority was German (55): this is not surprising due to two key partnerships with German institutions. The nationalities of the remaining 30 students were Dutch (9), British (8), Chinese (6), French (2), Japanese (1), Ukrainian (1), Spanish (1) and South Korean (1).

Changes to the curriculum

Students without previous research methods skills were identified by the admissions team through their UCAS forms, and confirmed when students arrived. In total,13 students required research methods training. None of these students were from partner institutions and they would not have been eligible under the previous admissions criteria. These students were directed to a three-hour workshop during induction week. The first part of the workshop was an interactive session (Benson & Blackman, 2003), followed by a lecture on research methods and a hands-on introduction to the online learning resource designed to guide students through the research methods curricula. 
Students were given individual tutorial support and a further group tutorial after four weeks to monitor progress. An online multi-choice question test was planned at the six-week period, but students did not feel ready so it was delayed by two weeks. Whilst students were required to pass the test, the focus was to ensure that learning had taken place and that they were not disadvantaged in terms of undertaking the dissertation. The dissertation module ran alongside the research methods online learning. The test was taken by 10 of the 13 students; two students deferred their studies until the next academic year and one student deferred her dissertation until the following year due to weak English language skills.

Feedback from students on the research methods training indicated that the initial lecture in induction week had been useful. They had found the online module difficult to navigate at first, particularly those students who were not used to this mode of delivery. The main problem for students was the additional workload – trying to manage a new university, new modules and the extra work on research methods. They were also not sure that they really needed research methods training, until the parallel learning of the dissertation module started. 

This information was supported by the tutors monitoring the online module. The students did not fully engage with learning during the early weeks of the semester. The students talked about being ‘lost’ in the dissertation workshops and it was only after a few weeks that they saw the links and the necessity of skills in research methods. It is believed this is why the online ‘performance dashboard’ monitored by tutors saw improved levels of activity.

Further changes

Dialogue with the students instigated further changes that will be implemented for the 2008/09 academic year. During 2007/08, a 10 point CAT research module for level 6 students was validated and it is anticipated that, because it is a credit-bearing module, the additional workload aspect will no longer be an issue. The downside is that students who need to undertake this module will now only have 30 CAT points of elective choice rather than the 40 CAT points available to other level 6 students.

The newly validated module will follow a similar format to the learning that took place during this academic year, as discussed above. The module will commence with two three-hour workshops in induction week. It will be delivered online using materials developed during this academic year. Students will be supported by tutorials and monitored by the ‘performance dashboard’. The online test will be replaced by an individual piece of written work, with the final grade counting towards the degree classification. This curriculum change will be monitored over the forthcoming year. 

Students undertaking research methods learning and dissertation results

Of the 10 students who engaged with the research methods learning, nine continued on the honours degree route and submitted a dissertation, the other student withdrew in February and took the non-honours route. Six of the nine students received a 2.1 (60–69%), two students received a 2.2 (50–59%) and one student was referred (35–39%) and has the opportunity to resubmit in late summer. In line with university regulations the final grade for this piece of work will be capped at 40%.

Comparison of dissertation results

In total, 170 students were recorded on the dissertation module. Of these 85 (approximately 50%) were direct entrants into level 6. 

Of the 33 students who received a 1st mark (70% or over) 19 were top-up students (58%). As can be seen in Table 2 these were primarily students from partner institutions. A similarly high result was also achieved by top-up students achieving a 2.1 (41 of the 76). In total, nine students were referred in the dissertation and of these four were top-up students. All withdrawals to the non-honours route were from top-up students, only one of whom was a student without prior research methods underpinning. This being said, three of the students who withdrew came from one of the partner institutions and they believed that the research methods underpinning that they had received from their home institution was minimal. This is currently under discussion with the institution.

Table 2
Dissertation results of direct entry to level 6 students

	Dissertation classification
	Level 6 cohort results 
	Top-up student results

	
	All students
	Students from partner Institutions
	Independent students
	Totals for top-up 

students

	1st 
	33
	18
	1
	19

	2.1 
	76
	34
	7
	41

	2.2
	30
	6
	2
	8

	3rd
	13
	3
	1
	4

	Refer
	9
	2
	2
	4

	Fail 
	6
	0
	0
	0

	Non-submission (0%)
	1
	0
	0
	0

	Defer until 08/09
	2
	0
	2
	2

	Withdrawals - non-honours route
	7
	6
	1
	7


Conclusion

The formalisation of the process for students directly entering level 6 via a top-up route is more transparent and accessible to potential students than previously. While the recruitment of 20 independent students was viewed as a good start, it is too early to tell whether this trend will continue. The numbers from one of the German partners was just under 66% down on previous years, while the other German partner had increased student numbers to SSM; overall the student numbers from these two key partnerships were lower than previous years. To some extent the recruitment of independent students filled this void and, as can be seen from Table 1, 2007/08 recorded the highest number of students directly entering into level 6 for five years.

The changes to the admissions criteria have brought about a number of challenges. However, the school is confident that the additional changes that will be implemented at the start of the next academic year will enable students without a preparation in research methods to have the opportunity of continuing their studies at the next level. It is anticipated that, as time goes on and Foundation degrees embed research methods into their courses, the research methods for level 6 module will become defunct.

Overall, the dissertation results of students with direct entry into level 6 are in line with the roll-through cohort. However, one area of weakness for the school to consider is the number of students who withdraw from the honours dissertation to the non-honours route, as all seven students came from direct entrant into level 6. 
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