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What are the significant factors determining whether students of National Qualifications Framework (NQF) level 3 BTEC Early Years (now called Children’s Care, Learning and Development or CCLD) progress to higher education (HE)? Over a number of years Varndean College in Brighton, a sixth form college of 1300 students, has seen students achieve very good grades in the BTEC course (equivalent to three grade As at A-level). These students were capable of going on to HE but did not always do so. Many of these students come from backgrounds that do not have a tradition of going on to HE.

Methods

Forty-five students were included in the research; about half of those were current students about to complete their BTEC course and about half were ex-students. Of these 45 students, 23 either had not progressed, or were not intending to go on to HE, while 22 already had or were intending to do so. The respondents filled in a questionnaire that provided basic background data and were then interviewed in order to obtain a more detailed understanding of the reasons for their choices.

Results

The questionnaire attempted to find out if there was a correlation between a decision to go on to HE and factors such as previous school, GCSE results, parental experience of education, experience of HE in the rest of the family and parental occupation. The data showed that there was very little correlation between attendance at a particular school and a decision to go on to HE. Similarly, the level of educational achievement as measured by GCSE results was not a significant factor.

Family background was more significant. Perhaps not surprisingly, students from working-class backgrounds were less likely to go on to HE than those from other backgrounds. This was reflected by the data on whether any other family member had experience of HE. The students who planned to go or who actually went to HE and came from a family with no history of HE, were more likely to go on to HE if their parents had undergone some sort of education or training since leaving school.

In other words, the quantitative data suggested that the key factors affecting the decision to go on to HE related to parental and wider family experience of HE, and also parental experience of additional education and training.

The decision was found not to be related to academic ability or experiences in students’ 11-16 school. The informal interviews were therefore aimed at exploring the reasons why, in particular, able students were reluctant to go on to HE. The results of these interviews suggested that a key factor was finance.

Students were put off by the idea that they would incur a large debt and, despite having received information about student finance and the support available, they had generally not absorbed this information and not really applied it to themselves and their situation. Many of them also felt the need to be out working and earning money, although they recognised that in the long run a degree might prove financially advantageous. It was suggested that HE would be more attractive if they could work at the same time. However, they were unfamiliar with the possibilities of combining study with work. Many saw HE as ‘not for the likes of them’.

The students who had chosen HE were often encouraged by their parents, and had also had  particular personal encouragement or intervention from a teacher that had enabled them to see themselves as a possible university student.

Conclusions and recommendations for our institution are:
· CCLD students need to receive more individualised information about HE and, in particular, the financial support available

· past students need to be involved in this process to provide role models and examples of a successful HE experience
· parents need to be involved also – evening meetings, specifically aimed at the parents of CCLD students, could be held to explain a student’s current course and their future options

· at every opportunity CCLD staff need to be positive and specific about individual students’ chances of going on to HE and help them to see it as a possibility for them personally

· CCLD staff should provide more information about Foundation degrees

