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Abstract
Objective To investigate the perceptions of Foundation Degree learners undertaking awards in Higher Education Institutes and Further Education Colleges as a whole and in the terms of their chosen sector.  The intention of the pilot study was to measure to facilitate an analysis of the student experience of Foundation Degrees within Higher and Further Education 

Design A survey design was used that gathered both quantitative and qualitative data.  Ninety two respondents from Further Education Colleges (N = 52) and Higher Education Institutes across the sub-region were sampled.
Method The respondents were invited to report their attitudes and experiences regarding employer support, choice of institution and Foundation Degree course, utility of the course towards their job role, the facilities offered by their institute and their levels of satisfaction with their chosen award.  Measures were taken using multiple choice questions and LIkert-type scales for gathering closed responses and respondents were given the opportunity to expand their answers textually. 
Results The majority of the sample’s responses indicated that their experience of their FD course was generally positive.  In comparing the HE learners with the FE learners a number of differences were noted in relation to employer support, influences on choice of institution, academic and vocational divides, attractiveness to non-traditional learners and perceptions of tutor competence.

Conclusion In general both the sample as a whole and the two sets of learners were satisfied with their chosen course of study. Many learners feel that the skills and knowledge furnished by their course have utility in their work role and will help to enhance their careers.   However a minority expressed some dissatisfaction with their course of study on a number of concepts.  A number of differences emerged from the analysis to indicate that differences exist between the two groups of learners.
Introduction
The Foundation Degree (FD) originated within the Dearing Report (NCIHE, 1997) that suggested the construction of a sub-degree to facilitate a closer integration between the academic and vocational worlds.   Roughly equivalent qualifications that already existed elsewhere in the world such as the Associate Degree in America appeared to be proving their worth (Robertson, 2002).  Osterman (1999) went so far as to attribute the powerful economic growth of the USA in the 1990s to the strength of its mid-skilled labour that tended to patronise this award.  
In this country Blunkett (2000) announced the FD not just as a measure to reduce the academic / vocational divide, but as a means of supporting and encouraging lifelong learning.  The award was seen as part of the strategy to stop Higher Education (HE) being perceived as an isolated experience prior to entering the world of work.  When it was Launched in 2001, its key objectives  were to address perceived skill shortages at advanced technician level (Doyle, 2003), provide a progression route to honours degrees (Greenbank, 2007) and help widen participation by attracting non-traditional learners into HE (Rowley, 2005).  The FD was also expected to facilitate the expansion of HE in a way that was,
 “…tailored to the needs of learners and of the economy.”  (DfES, 2003:p57).  
The feature of the award that distinguished it from others was the direct involvement of employers in the design and, if appropriate, in its delivery (Longhurst, 2007) 
How successful the qualification has been is an area of debate and contention.  If its uptake by learners is used as a measure of success, then the FD can be seen as meeting its expectations very comfortably.  In 2001 the combined number of HEI (Higher Education Institute) and FEC (Further Education College) learners undertaking an FD was 4,200 this rose to 34,000 in 2006-07.  In 2007-08 the figure was over 40,000 with expectations of 97,000 learners prior to 2010 (HEFCE, 2008).  Attwood (2008) reports that the government target of recruiting 100,000 FD learners by 2010 will be met and cites Bill Rammell, who then had responsibility for FE, claiming this as evidence for the award’s success. 

HEFCE (2008) also claim that the degree has been successful and expect that the new government policies regarding equivalent or lower qualifications and FEC FD awarding powers will further increase the numbers engaging with the award.  Learners undertaking HE awards that are equivalent or lower than awards they already possess will not now attract funding for their host institution with the exception of those studying an FD.  This situation is expected to make the FD the focus of lifelong learning and career progression for both learners and educational institutes due to its potential to engage with a wide ranging and fluid client group.  
The new policy that will enable FEC’s to apply for FD awarding powers appears to confirm the success of the award and its handling by the FE sector.  These powers will enable suitably resourced and prepared FEC’s to devise and award FD’s without the necessity of having a HEI partner.  It is expected that this will facilitate a more flexible and rapid response to the evolving requirements of local businesses and boost the economy. However critics of these new powers have claimed that they will reduce the role of HE by attracting the new non-traditional learners to FEC’s which they may perceive as a more comfortable option (Fearn, 2008).  Some critics of the policy have suggested that the FE sector does not have the credibility that universities supply and feel that the quality of the award will suffer as a consequence (Times Higher Education, 2008).  The QAA (2006) has also expressed some reservations over the time available for HE in FE staff to engage with the scholarly activities that form an integral part of HE lecturers professional identity.
Felstead et al (2009) have argued that vocational awards in general are not related to employers needs and as such will not help the country emerge from the current recession.  These claims could indicate that FD’s are unlikely to help their holder’s progress in their careers if the award doesn’t meet business needs.  Thus there would be little point in employees undertaking FD’s with the expectation that the award will actually enhance their prospects of promotion.  If this is true vocational education in general will be damaged and the FD’s reputation is likely to suffer as a consequence. Whilst Felstead et al offer an alternative approach to vocational learning it doesn’t include existing vocational awards.  Instead they suggest that a work based strategy where employees will learn in situ using different problem solving approaches that are facilitated by team working.  They feel that this strategy will be more effective in ensuring the relevance of vocational learning to business.  In response Longhurst (cited by Fearn, 2009) claimed that as FD’s were not off the shelf programmes like some vocational awards their flexibility would actually consolidate the role of the workplace as a learning environment.
Now that FD’s are embedded in the British educational infrastructure some of their learners’ characteristics have begun to emerge and some tentative descriptions of them have been attempted.  Recent work by Nelson (2006) based on the HESA results for the year 2003-04 can be compared with HEFCE (2008) data for 2005-06 to give an overview of some of the characteristics of FD learners.  
The age of FD learners illustrates the awards attraction for mature and non-traditional learners.  Nelson (2006) claimed that in 2003-04 three fifths of FD learners were 26 years old or over.  A similar estimate was provided by HEFCE (2008) who estimated that by 2005-06 sixty five percent of FD learners were aged 21 years old or over.
Regarding the nature of attendance Nelson (2006) proposed a 50 50 spilt existed between full and part time learners.  However HEFCE (2008) claim this as something of an underestimate and suggest that 62% of all FD learners studied full time.  
The gender split amongst FD learners indicates that females comprise the largest group of learners.  In 2003-04 two thirds of learners enrolled on FD programmes in the UK were female (Nelson, 2006) this figure appears to have reduced to 57% in 2005-06 (HEFCE, 2008).  Nelson reports that the size of the gender split varies from FD to FD but is most prominent in Education (female 97% male 3%), subjects allied to Medicine (female 80% male 20%) and Social Studies (female 79% male 21%).  The trend is however reversed with Engineering and Technology (female 9% male 91%), Maths and Computer Science (female 23% male 77%) and Biological Science (female 42% male 58%).
These data raise the question of what factors motivate learners to choose a specific course in the first place.  The HELP Cetl (2008) report on FD’s offered by the University of Plymouth and its associate FEC’s suggested 2 main reasons arose to explain why learners chose to undertake particular FD’s.  The first reason indicated by the report was the strong fit of the FD’s on offer to the learner’s career plan; the other major factor was that the courses were available for local study.  Thus student choice of FD can be seen as a very geographically pragmatic process that reflects their career aspirations although to what extent employers’ influence this choice is not entirely clear.
Many claim (see HEFCE, 2008) that FD’s are widening participation by attracting non-traditional learners into HE.  They claim that the awards are engaging learners from a broad range of academic and vocational backgrounds and that they provide an alternative route into HE for those without traditional A levels at the point of entry.  Nelson (2006) states that more full time learners entered FD programmes with level 3 awards such as A level, AS level, VCE and Advanced GNVQ’s (40%) compared to part time learners (20%).  Part time learners were significantly more likely to enter an FD with an NVQ or other level 3 qualification.  HEFCE (2008) estimated that between 11 to 33% of FD learners held an A level qualification on entry although they claim that the upper end of the estimate was likely to be the most accurate.
Regarding the uptake of third year honours degrees, Nelson (2006:p69) claims that the evidence available demonstrates that a 
...sizeable proportion of learners progressed on to articulated awards… 
This claim is echoed in the HELP Cetl (2008) report that proposes the majority of their FD learners topped up and undertook an honours year in a Bachelors Degree.  Although actual figures from the above studies are not forthcoming HEFCE (2008) indicate that nationally 54% of HEI registered learners progressed to honours level study.  The available research seems to suggest that the major motivation for this may be the student belief that topping up will enhance career prospects (HELP Cetl, 2008). 
Nelson’s (2006:p62) research culminates in the tentative identification of two groups of FD learners,

· The first group consists predominantly of males aged 25 years or under

· Entered the Foundation degree programme directly from education or training

· Possessed ‘A’ level GCE/VCE qualifications as their highest recorded qualification on entry 
· Enrolled on full- time programmes

· The second group is of a similar size and consists largely of females, aged 26 years and over 
· Entered the Foundation degree programme from employment or other non-educational/training activities
· Were less likely to possess any academic or vocational qualifications than the first group
· Enrolled on part-time programmes
PricewaterhouseCoopers (2002) in their evaluation of FD’s highlighted differences in employer and student perceptions of the worth of the award.  They found that whilst some employees were not supported some were funded and/or given time off from work to study.  The same study also found that some learners were pursuing promotions that they felt the acquisition of an FD would facilitate.  This may indicate that some employers feel that the award is related to their businesses’ needs and tends to contradict Felstead et al’s (2009) view of the utility of FD’s.   In support Nelson (2006) claimed that over two thirds of employed part time learners received employer support throughout their period of study but is not able to be specific as to the nature of this support.  
HEFCE (2008) found that 80% of part-time FD qualifers at HEI’s in 2005-06 received employer support such as time off for study although only 36% received financial support.  The research indicated that approximately one in four part time FD learners (HEI and FEC) have their fees paid by employers.
In an interview on this concern with Times Higher Education, Bill Rammell (cited by Fearn, 2008:p1)  

…admitted that it was difficult to get employers to commit to funding…
HEFCE (2008) claimed that 44 % of FD learners were taught wholly or partly at HEIs and 56 % wholly at FECs (HEFCE 2008).   McFarlane and Garrod (2007) amongst others, perceive major differences between the sectors.  They propose that FE provides vocational training with the acquisition of work based skills whilst HE should focus on higher knowledge and critical thinking.  Could this dichotomous view indicate that learners attending one type of institution could receive a different educational experience? 

FE is traditionally viewed as being less prestigious than H.E. (Schuller et al, 1999) lecturers in the sector have been perceived as merely vocational specialists lacking teaching qualifications (Ollin, 2002).  In the past there may have been some credence for this view with only 45% of FE tutors holding a teaching qualification (Ollin, 2002). The current situation has however changed since then with Lifelong Learning UK (2007) claiming that by 2010 all FE tutors, both full and part time will be qualified or working towards a qualification.  
Do meaningful differences still exist in the pedagogical approaches to teaching and learning employed by HE and FE staff and would they impact on the learner’s experience?  There are obvious differences in both groups commitment to research and teaching activities.  HEQC (1995) suggested that FEC lecturers tend to concentrate on modifying and interpreting information whilst HEI staff are able to produce original information from their research.  Fulton (1996) investigated the interests and commitments of university staff and found that only 5% claimed that teaching was their primary interest.  Rowland (2000) suggested that the lower status of teaching amongst HE lecturers was at least partly due to the British HEI’s preference for the use of research measures, as opposed to teaching measures, to access funding.  At an individual level academics within HE view research as their own work and perceive it as the key to promotion (Rowland, 2000).  Thus for many within HE, research is a preferred component of their professional identity.  Murray (2002) sees writing for academic publication as a ‘…key professional role…’ (p 229) that many FEC lecturers don’t feel they have the skills to engage with effectively.  The HEQC (1995) expressed some concern regarding FE staff perhaps not being prepared effectively enough to meet the requirements of ‘…scholarship, subject development and research…’ (p 19) that is expected from HE lecturers.  The QAA (2006) echoed this concern reporting that HE in FE staff claim that their class contact hours and administrative duties leave little or no time for research and research related activities.  
This could indicate that lecturers within FEC’s need to develop a research culture if they are to continue with the successful development of HE programmes such as FD’s.  This would be especially important if they are employed by FEC’s that intend to develop and award their own FD’s.  In conclusion Ollin (2002) has identified research skills as one of the major subject skills gaps within FE. 

Other influences on the student experience of an award can include factors such as class size and tutor support.  Some studies indicate that non-traditional learners may be better supported in FEC’s.  Class size is an important influence on the student’s experience of an institution with non-traditional learners seeing ‘…large classes… as very daunting’ (Hampton and Blythman, 2006:p 90).  The QAA (2006) review noted that HE classes in FEC’s were small allowing teachers to know their learners well, with learners confirming that support was ‘…readily available and willingly given…’ (p 9).  This small scale, student centred type of provision has been seen as being of great benefit to mature learners (Opacic,1994)  and those with fragile identities who lack confidence in their academic abilities for one reason or another (Gallacher et al, 2002).  In addition Rustin (1994) claims that in some respects HEI’s have adopted a ‘Fordist’ approach towards their provision to help deal with the increased numbers generated by the massification of HE.  In a similar vein Warhurst (2001, p99) conceptualises HE as having fallen into the ‘…abyss of ‘McDonaldization’…’  in contrast to the small scale pre-Fordist pattern offered in many FEC’s.  This situation appears to underpin some of the appeal of FEC’s to non-traditional learners wanting to attain HE awards.  
Learners attending HEI’s may benefit from the research skills offered by their tutors to provide up to date and original information provided they can learn effectively within larger class sizes.  Those attending FEC’s may benefit from a smaller scale of provision that facilitates an intimate level of support from staff committed to teaching rather than research.  Thus both types of institute offer a number of discreet advantages and challenges that could perhaps be expected to attract different types of student.  Whatever the type of institute Hampton and Blythman (2006:p90) claim FD learners see ‘… being taught by enthusiastic, knowledgeable and caring staff…’ as part of the key to their success.  They warn that those teaching and managing FD awards should be chosen with care if the learners are to thrive.
The standard and availability of resources offered by institutes has also been shown to impact on the student experience.  The QAA (2004, 2007) proposed that the provision of learning resources by FEC’s for HE programmes was of a high standard especially amongst those colleges with high HE enrolments.  The Learning Resource Centres (LRC) and accommodation offered by FEC’s for HE learners were seen as key strengths.  The specialist equipment offered for the courses was described as being of an industry-standard (QAA, 2007).  However the 2008 National Union of Students (NUS:p2) interpretation of the National Student Survey (2008) (NSS) raised a number of points regarding the level of facilities offered by HEI’s and FEC’s claiming, 
Only 65% of learners agreeing that they have been able to access specialised equipment, facilities and rooms is extremely low given the high importance of these basic resources needed for effective learning and again highlights the disparity of provision
Philips et al (2009) claimed that the NSS indicated that FEC learners rated their library resources, IT resources and access to specialised equipment less favourably than those learners at HEI’s by a difference of roughly 10%.  The NUS (2008:p2) objections are based on the claim that HEI’s promote their provision within FEC’s as being of the same standard offered on their own site.  Thus learners have,
…rightfully higher expectations about the learning resources that should be available to them and so their inevitable disappointment is clearly expressed through these figures.  
Overall perceptions of FD courses by their learners are however generally positive.  HEFCE (2008) reported that 56% of established FD learners who responded to the 2007 NSS agreed that their course was well organised and ran smoothly whilst 76% agreed that they were satisfied with the overall quality of their course.  The 2009 headline figures for the NSS suggests that the situation is improving with the presentation of the following figures for student satisfaction being reported by HEFCE (2009),

· Teaching on courses 83% in 2008; 83% in 2009
· Assessment and feedback 73% in 2008; 74% in 2009
· Organisation and management 72% in 2008; 72% in 2009 
· Learning resources 81% in 2008; 80% in 2009 
· Personal development 78% in 2008; 79% in 2009 
· Overall satisfaction 82% in 2008; 81% in 2009 

The reputation of the FD is still fragile as the award has not yet fully established itself (Fearn, 2008).  The arguments that are taking place over its worth and threats have overshadowed the perception of the award by its ultimate consumers, the learners. Hampton and Blythman (2006: p 90) propose,
… that we need to know much more about how Foundation degree learners experience higher education.
They propose that listening to the student voice is the way to achieve this. In support of this sentiment Beaney (2006: p1) claims that FD’s are …relatively under-researched…, they lack both quantitative and qualitative investigation.  He claims that without an organised attempt to research FD’s effectively the award could disadvantage rather than empower vocational learners.

The current pilot study is an attempt to listen to the student voice and find out what they feel is important it is also hoped to add to the research pool devoted to FD’s using a multi-method approach.  It aims to investigate the learners’ perceptions of their award and to compare and contrast their experience from the perspective of their chosen institutional sector.  
Methodology
This study is intended to act as a pilot for wider and more focussed research to be carried out in the near future that will investigate areas identified by the present sample as being of relevance to the student experience in undertaking an FD. The data was gathered by distributing a questionnaire on a number of HE and FE campuses that all provided FD courses within the Yorkshire and Humberside region.  
One hundred copies of the questionnaire were distributed to HE sites and 100 to FE sites.  After discarding defaced and/or incorrectly completed questionnaires 92 were returned (40 from HE, 52 from FE) providing a 46% response rate in total.  Only second year learners were approached to ensure the respondents familiarity with both their course and institution.

The epistemological approach was eclectic providing both open and closed questions to facilitate the gathering of quantitative and qualitative data.  Forced choice Likert-type scales were used to measure student attitudes and options were provided for respondents to qualitatively expand on their quantitative responses. 
Where student opinions are presented they are reported verbatim although to preserve anonymity false names are appended.  British Educational Research Association ethical guidelines were followed throughout the research project’s duration.
Sample 
Demographic data were collected to facilitate a comparison of the sample’s characteristics against national figures.  Respondents were asked to indicate their age in years to gain an indication of the samples make up.
Table 1 Mean average and minimum/maximum age of respondents 
	
	HE (N=40)
	FE (N=52)

	Mean age 
	34.65
	29.57

	Minimum/maximum
	18 – 46 
	18 – 43 


Table 1 clearly shows that the awards are attracting mature learners, 28 (70%) HE learners were aged 21 or over compared to 40 (77%) of the FE learners.  This produced an overall figure of 74% of the sample being aged 21 or over which indicates an increase on HEFCE’s (2008) figure of 65% in 2005-06.  The change could be reflective of an increase in the numbers of mature learners undertaking FD’s in general, or it may be a regional variation or a function of the relatively small sample size.   A larger sample in future research may be able to furnish a more accurate response to this question.  The upper end of the age range reported by the sample would indicate that some of the learners are engaging with education later in life and may indicate that the FD’s are encouraging Lifelong Learning.
Table 2 Gender split of respondents
	
	HE (N=40)
	FE (N=52)

	Male
	n/a
	14 (27%)

	Female
	40 (100%)
	38 (73%)


The overall gender split amongst the sample showed that 15% of the learners were male and 85% were female.  This ratio of just over 5 to 1 is  somewhat higher than the figures reported by HEFCE (2008) and Nelson (2006) but  lends support to the trend that sees FD’s attracting many more female learners than males at a national level.  However as the subject disciplines reported by the respondents are those expected to contain a majority of females the figures are probably reflecting this state of affairs.
Table 3 Employment status of respondents by sector
	
	HE (N=40)
	FE (N=52) 

	Full time
	26 (65%)
	30 (58%)

	Part time
	12 (30%)
	10 (19%)

	Casual work
	  0
	  4    (8%)

	Unemployed
	  2 (5%)
	   8 (15%)


The employment status of the respondents reinforces the non-traditional nature of the FD learners and indicates that Lifelong Learning is being engaged with amongst the sample.  Sixty one percent (56) of the sample were in full time employment, 28% (26) were undertaking part time or casual work with the remainder being unemployed.   It could thus be claimed that many of the 89% (78) who indicated that they were in some form of employment were undertaking the award as part of their career learning path.  Of the 2 sectors the HE learners were more likely to be in full or part time employment than FE learners.  Percentage wise there were 3 times as many FE learners reported being unemployed compared to the HE learners.
Table 4 Number and percentage of female respondents by FD and sector
	
	HE (N=40)
	FE (N=38)

	Education
	40 (100%)
	  n/a

	Working with young people
	n/a
	  1     (2%)

	Early years
	n/a
	28   (74%)

	Counselling
	n/a
	  8   (22%)

	Criminology
	n/a
	  1     (2%)


Gender splits within the sample appeared to match the splits found within the subject disciplines nationally and conformed well with these trends reported in the literature.  The Education FD’s were entirely populated by females, giving broad agreement with Nelson’s figure of 97% for this area.  If the other FD’s undertaken by the FE learners are placed under the umbrella of Social Studies then 73% of the learners are female compared to Nelson’s reported figure of 79%.  
Table 5 Full or part time FD status by sector
	
	HE (N=40)
	FE (N=52)

	Full time
	0
	20 (38%)

	Part time
	40 (100%)
	32 (62%)


Seventy eight per cent (72) of the respondents were enrolled on a part time course compared to 22% (20) who were on full time courses.  The full time figures amongst the sample appear somewhat lower than the reports of Nelson (50%) and HEFCE (62%) and may indicate a trend within this sample that favours part time study over full time attendance.
Most of the demographic data reported by the respondents indicate that the sample is broadly very similar to what would be expected when compared to national trends.  The only notable difference is the smaller number of full time learners enrolled compared to the literature.  It can then be concluded that the sample is representative of national trends and is valid for this pilot study.
It should be noted that the demographic data failed to produce any support for Nelson’s (2006) profile for male FD learners as none of the male learners came directly from education and none were enrolled on full time courses.  Some support, however was offered for the female FD student profile in that the majority of females (69%) were aged over 26 and had entered the FD from employment although all reported some level 3 awards prior to commencing their FD course.  Due to the small size of the sample it is unsafe to draw any firm conclusions from the results regarding the accuracy of Nelson’s profiles.
Discussion of results
The data regarding the learners’ highest qualification at entry onto their FD course is summarised in table 6 below.
Table 6 Highest qualification on entry 
	Award
	HE (N=40)
	FE (N=50)

	GNVQ 3
	n/a
	6 (12%)

	NVQ 3
	10 (25%)
	6 (12%)

	AS Level
	2 (5%)
	n/a

	A2 Level
	14 (35%)
	12 (24%)

	Access
	6 (15%)
	n/a

	BTEC Dip
	4 (10%)
	12 (24%)

	RGN
	2 (5%)
	n/a

	NNEB
	2 (5%)
	4 (8%)

	CACHE
	n/a
	2 (4%)

	Counselling Certificate (L3)
	n/a
	6 (12%)

	B.Sc. (hons)
	n/a
	2 (4%)


Table 6 indicates that those learners studying in HEI’s are more likely to hold academic qualifications,   55% (22) held A level and Access awards compared to 24% (12) who where studying in FEI’s.  The remaining 45% of HE learners held vocational awards compared to 72% of FE learners.   Thus the traditional view that HE caters for academic learners whilst FE attracts vocational learners appears to be borne out by the results.  This conclusion that may indicate that McFarlane and Garrods’ (2007) dichotomy regarding the two sectors is correct at least at the point of entry.  If the learners with academic awards choose HEI’s and those with vocational awards choose FEC’s for their FD’s the academic / vocational divide will be preserved for at least the near future.  
Thirty one percent (28) of the total sample held an A level qualification as their highest award on entry giving support to the data reported by HEFCE (2008).
That 2 (4%) of the FE learners held a B.Sc.(hons) on entry to their FD illustrates that lifelong learning albeit on a small scale, in this instance, is taking place.  That both learners chose an FEI to study in may support the claim by Fearn (2008) that FEC’s may be viewed as a more comfortable option and attract the new non-traditional learners away from HEI’s.  However the discussion of the results of graph 1 below indicates that the major influences on choice of institution are dependent on geographic location and course content rather than an institutes’ reputation.
It could however be claimed that the broad spread of vocational and academic qualifications reported by the learners supports HEFCE’s (2008) claim that FD’s are widening participation by attracting non-traditional learners to study in HE.
Table 7 Respondents perception of level of employers support for FD study 
	
	Very supportive
	Fairly supportive
	Fairly unsupportive
	Very unsupportive

	HE (n=38)
	14 (37%)
	14 (37%)
	8 (21%)
	2(5%)

	FE (n=36)
	22 (61%)
	10 (27%)
	2 (6%)
	2 (6%)

	Overall
	36
	24
	10
	4


In general respondents reported what appear to be high levels of employer support with 28 (74%) HE respondents claiming their employers were very or fairly supportive.  Whilst the response from the FE learners was similar with 32 (88%) making the same claims, however  61% claimed their employers were very supportive compared to 34% from the HE learners.  A typical response is provided by Robert, an FE student who describes his employers as,
Understanding about the effort required to complete the course and willing to make compromises about its demands on my working life so that I can attend during works time.
In contrast a small number of HE and FE learners reported that they were not always able to have time off from work to study.  Sheila who studies at an HEI illustrates this group’s situation, 

My workplace mentor has been very supportive but my employer will not allow study time during work hours.

Although generally employer support could be seen as satisfactory this support does not always extend to finances.  The findings tend to lend some support to the findings of PricewaterhouseCoopers (2002) who also reported inconsistencies in the level of support offered by employers for employees studying an FD.  The situation reported by some of this sample underlines Bill Rammel’s concerns regarding the difficulties in getting employers to commit to funding employees on FD’s.
Table 8 Respondents reports of financial support by employers 
	
	Student
	Employer
	Both

	HE (n= 40)
	20 (50%)
	12 (30%)
	8 (20%)

	FE (n=52)
	20 (38%)
	32 (62%)
	n/a

	Overall
	40
	33
	8


It was reported that 20 (50%) HE learners paid their own fees and 8 (20%) received a partial (but unspecified) contribution towards their fees from an employer.  The employers of FE respondents paid their employees fees in 32 (62%) cases.   This means that within the sample at least those learners studying FD at FEC’s are twice as likely to have their fees paid by their employers.  The reasons for this situation are not known but could indicate that employers perceive that FE FD’s are more suitable for their employees needs and are therefore more likely to financially support their studies.  Alternatively it may indicate that those studying HE FD’s are more motivated to improve their situation by paying their own fees, whatever the reason this is any area that would benefit from further research.  Further research would also be useful to investigate the levels of partial financial support offered by some employers. 
The most supportive of the employers appeared to want their employees to undertake the award as Tracey a HE student testifies,
They actively encouraged me to do the degree and as mentioned are paying the fees.

On top of paying my fees my boss has also allowed me some study time away from work.  















     (Rachel, FE student)
The figures reported in this study indicate that employers’ financial support for this sample is higher than that reported nationally by HEFCE (2008).  This may be a local variation or it could indicate that employers in the region are becoming more aware of the value of educating their staff with FD’s and encouraging them to undertake them.  The level of support is however not consistent and some learners are paying their own fees and can only study or attend classes outside of working time.
Table 9 Respondents reports of their consideration of undertaking any form of degree in the past
	
	Often
	Sometimes
	Rarely
	Never

	HE (n=40)
	16 (40%)
	14 (35%)
	
	10 (25%)

	FE (n=52)
	16 (31%)
	8 (15%)
	2 (4%)
	26 (50%)

	Overall
	32
	22
	2
	36


Indices other than levels of highest award on entry were used to assess the impact of FD’s on non-traditional learners.  In this instance non-traditional learners were defined as those who had only rarely or never considered taking a degree before.  Thirty HE learners (75%) claimed that they had often or sometimes considered taking some form of degree (other than an FD) in the past compared to 24 FE learners (46%).  This may indicate that those FD learners studying at HEI’s come to the award with histories of higher educational aspirations than their FE counterparts.  Table 8 has already indicated that HE learners are more likely to pay their own fees than FE learners and this may stem from this group having higher educational aspirations in general.  Of those learners who indicated that they had only rarely or never considered taking any form of degree in the past 28 (54%) were studying in FEC’s and 10 (25%) in HEI’s.  That the employers of FE learners are more willing to pay their fees may explain why there are more non-traditional learners (when measured this way) amongst this group in the first place because without employer support they may never have undertaken a degree.  
In addition this situation could illustrate the view that FEC’s are more attractive to non-traditional learners who in this sample report employer influence as a very minor factor in their choice of institute.  Opacic (2002) and Gallacher et al 2002() claimed that FEC’s are better able to cope with these learners’ needs.  However the respondents’ reasons for their choice of institute don’t support this view as graph 1 illustrates.. 

[image: image1]
Reputation as a factor was only cited by 4 (10%) HE respondents and 2 (4%) FE respondents thus the non-traditional learners seem unaware that FEC’s may offer better support.  The major factors in the choice of institute were the courses’ content and the institutes’ location.  Eighteen (45%) HE learners chose content and location as their major determining factors.  As Mary a HE student explains,
The course is ideal for my career plans and takes place on an evening after work and the uni is not far from home
A further 6 (15%) chose solely content as the determinant of their choice of institution claiming that their chosen course’s content,

…linked some real opportunities for professional development with career advancement
















    (Roberta HE student)
The responses from the FE learners indicated that location was the major determinant for choice with 20 (38%) claiming it as the main factor.  This may reflect a need to keep travel and travelling time and their associated expenses down to a minimum so the demands of the award can fit in with already busy lives.  This could be especially important for those learners not receiving financial and / or general support from their employers.
The location of the college is close to where I reside so I am able to walk to it and back saving petrol which helps offset my having to pay my own fees 







  (Malcolm, FE student)
Another 14 (27%) FE learners claimed that both location and course content were the major determinants for the choice of their course.  Elizabeth an FE student illustrates this group with her remark that,
The local college is the closest place doing this course which is the one I really want to do
Close to home and it was the course I wanted to do.  (Zaheer, FE student)

These results may indicate, at least for this sample, that an institute’s ability to cater for non traditional learners is less important than the content of its courses and its geographical location.  It would appear that an institutes’ reputation is a minor consideration in its attractiveness to FD learners who have to take a pragmatic approach to study to fit it into their lives.  The results from this sample confirm and support the data from HELP Cetl (2008) that the major considerations for undertaking an FD are the content being relevant to their career plans and the host institute being situated close by. This supposition could be investigated in the future by an analysis of FD student post codes and employment details within different institutions.
Despite the claims of Felstead et al (2009) the results from this pilot clearly suggest that the majority of learners saw attainment of their FD as being relevant and beneficial to their employment and career prospects.  
Table 10 Perceptions of relevance of FD for respondent’s job role
	
	Very relevant
	Fairly relevant
	Fairly irrelevant
	Very irrelevant

	HE (n=36)
	24 (67%)
	10 (28%)
	2 (5%)
	

	FE (n=42)
	34 (80%)
	  4 (10%)
	2 (5%)
	2 (5%)

	Overall
	58
	14
	4
	2


When asked how relevant their FD was to their job role 24 HE learners (67%) and 34 FE learners (80%)) reported it as Very relevant.  This could be seen as evidence to indicate that FD learners are careful to pick courses that titrate effectively with their job roles.  As only 2 (4%) FE and 2 (5%) HE learners indicated that their choice of course was directed by their employers it would seem that, as discussed above, course content is of great importance and the respondents are choosing the correct courses.  
The relevance and utility of the respondents chosen course is strengthened by the responses provided when asked if they were using the knowledge and skills attained on their course within their workplace. 
Table 11 Respondents perceptions of the utility of the skills and knowledge learned on their FD within their workplace
	
	Strongly agree
	Agree
	Disagree
	Strongly disagree

	HE (n=36)
	24 (67%)
	10 (28%)
	2 (5%)
	

	FE (n=44)
	22 (50%)
	20 (45%)
	2 (5%)
	

	Overall
	46
	30
	4
	


Thirty four HE learners (95%) and 42 FE learners (95%) Strongly agreed or Agreed that the knowledge and skills they attained on their programme were useful in their workplace.   Such results would suggest that the respondents felt that their courses were useful in providing skills and knowledge that they can apply in their place of work.  Robert an FE student explains that,

The course has informed my role through being aware of external factors which affect my work with young people.
Whilst Angela who is studying at an HEI states that,

This course is helping me to broaden my knowledge of learning and given me the experience of putting theory into practice…it has enriched my learning comprehensively.
These responses indicate that the award is indeed equipping the learners with skills, knowledge, theory and practice that are transferable and presumably useful in their work roles.  Data such as this would seem to be at odds with the claims of Felstead et al (2009) that vocational awards are of little or no benefit to business.  Future research should be undertaken to investigate to what extent the employers themselves would agree that undertaking an FD improves employee performance at work.  
The responses from the sample when they were asked if they had undertaken the FD to increase their chances of promotion at work indicated that the majority had.

Table 12 Showing number and percentage who had undertaken the FD to enhance their chances of promotion
	
	Yes
	No 
	Not sure

	HE (n=38)
	20 (53%)
	14 (37%)
	  4 (10%)

	FE (n=48)
	30 (62%)
	10 (21%)
	  8 (17%)

	Overall
	50 (58%)
	24 (28%)
	12 (14%)


Of 86 responses 50 (58%) claimed that they had undertaken the FD to increase their chances of promotion.  Within HE 20 (53%) respondents believed their award would increase their chances compared to 30 (62%) from FE.  It would seem that most of the respondents believed the acquisition of an FD would enhance their chances of promotion.  Linda a HE student provides a typical rationale,

The staff within my workplace who have increased their salary and levels of responsibility over recent years are those already in possession of a degree.

All of my managers are qualified to degree level and my line manager has advised me to attain one if I want to do well in the organisation…             







         (John FE student)
I was told to get a degree if I wanted to ever be considered for promotion without one I just wont stand out from other members of staff who work with me

        






         (Mike FE student)

In contrast 14 HE learners (37%) claimed they hadn’t undertaken the FD to improve their chances of promotion and 4 (10%) were not sure.  Within FE 10 (21%) felt the award wouldn’t improve their promotional chances and 8 (17%) didn’t know.  
When asked if the learners thought that attainment of the FD would actually improve their chances of promotion the responses were more mixed than table 12 may have indicated.
Table 13 Perceptions of the FD’s ability to actually improve the respondents chances of promotion
	
	Probably
	Possibly
	Marginally
	Not at all

	HE (n=38)
	20 (53%)
	14 (37%)
	n/a
	4 (10%)

	FE (n=40)
	10 (25%)
	24 (60%)
	n/a
	6 (15%)

	Overall
	30
	38
	n/a
	10


The same 20 (53%) HE learners who indicated that they had undertaken their FD to improve their chances of promotion reported that they believed that attainment of the FD would probably improve their chances of promotion.  The number of FE learners making the same claim after indicating they had enrolled to improve their chances of promotion had decreased from 30 to10 (25%).  Although 34 (90%)  HE learners and 34 (85%) FE learners reported that attaining the award would probably or possibly significantly improve their chances of promotion.  In both groups the belief appears to be that FD’s have a positive effect on promotional chances.  The data discussed above confirms the findings of PricewaterhouseCoopers (2002) that learners were pursuing promotions that they felt the acquisition of an FD would facilitate.
Table 14 Respondents intentions regarding undertaking a top up honours degree
	
	Yes
	No
	Don’t know

	HE (n=40)
	32 (80%)
	 2 (5%)
	  6 (15%)

	FE (n=52)
	30 (58%)
	 4 (8%)
	18 (34%)

	Overall
	62
	 6
	24


The possibly higher educational aspirations of those learners studying at a HEI may be illustrated by these data in that 32 (80%) HE learners claimed that they intended to take a top up year compared to 30 (58%) of FE learners. An important factor in this decision appears to be the level of perceived employer support.  The group of learners from HE and FE who were less likely to apply for a top up degree comprised mainly of those who reported unsatisfactory employer support.  Brett, a HE student claims that his ,

… time and financial resources wont stretch to an honours top-up year without some substantial support from my employer.  I get neither time or monetary allowance at present and it makes study difficult

…unsure how supportive my employer will be with regard to future study years.  

















      (Sheila, FE student)
Table 15 respondent’s perceptions of their tutors levels of competence
	
	Very competent
	Competent
	Incompetent
	Very incompetent

	HE (n=40)
	14 (35%)
	24 (60%)
	  2 (5%)
	

	FE (n=52)
	  6 (12%)
	32 (61%)
	12 (23%)
	2 (4%)

	Overall
	20 (22%)
	56 (61%)
	14 (15%)
	2 (2%)


Overall student perceptions of tutor competence were generally positive with 76 learners (83%) rating their tutors as Competent or Very Competent.  This figure matches the percentage reporting satisfaction with the teaching on their courses in the 2009 NSS (HEFCE, 2009). Typical responses indicated that both sets of tutors were knowledgeable about their topic areas and taught effectively.  However 16 learners (17%) rated there tutors as Incompetent or Very Incompetent.
The differences discussed earlier between HE and FE lecturers may have had some impact on student perceptions of lecturers.  Of the HE learners 14 (35%) rated their tutors as Very Competent compared to 6 (12%) of the FE learners, a difference of 23%.  Learners describing their tutors as very competent appreciated the breadth of tutor subject knowledge and their levels of support,
All tutors are knowledgeable of all subject matters relating to the profession 







     (Roger, FE student)
So far the FD tutors have fully supported us and kept us on track 







          (Stephanie, HE student)

They have provided informative sessions and provided guidance when any queries have been posed. 



  










          (Lily, HE student)

Student ratings of Competent were more evenly distributed with 24 HE learners (60%) and 32 FE learners (61%) choosing this description.  Most respondents in this group tended to agree that,

The tutors have a good knowledge of what they are teaching 









     (Emma, FE student)

Most tutors are competent in their field 

       (Mary, HE student)
However 12 FE learners (23%) rated their tutors as Incompetent compared to 2 (5%) from HE, 2 FE learners (4%) claimed their tutors were Very Incompetent none of the HE learners chose this particular category.  The reasons for these choices ranged from a lack of subject knowledge;
They don’t have knowledge in the topics they are supposed to be teaching. 







          (Eva, FE student)

My experience has been that the majority of the tutors don’t have specific subject knowledge. 




     (Wendy, FE student)
Some of the tutors have no knowledge of the module they are teaching, inconsistencies occur regularly 













     (Alyson, HE student)
to accusations of inflexibility,
Had a couple of incompetent tutors that were not very accommodating or flexible 






     (Shona, FE student)
A number of responses indicated a mix of perceived competencies amongst the tutor as Mike, an FE student explains.
Some of my lecturers have been really good, I think one was brilliant and she had everything a lecturer needed.  A number have been adequate to good but one was really dreadful and none of us thought that we got anything from her sessions.

Whilst it should be stressed that these results could be caused by a number of factors ranging from faulty student perceptions to poor management, this trend towards HE tutors being viewed as more competent in their subject knowledge should receive further investigation.  The data may reflect the view discussed earlier that the relative dearth of research and related activities within FE suggested by HEQC (1995) and QAA (2006) may impact in the quality of provision in some limited cases.  FE student Sarah’s comments perhaps summarise the situation regarding the perceptions of variable tutor competence within the sector,

There has been a hugely varying quality of tutors on the course so far.  The most competent tutors have used their own knowledge and experiences to engage and demonstrate points to us.
Data presented in table 19 below shows that this trend does not extend into the tutorial support experienced by FE learners with a large majority appearing satisfied.  Whatever the reasons underlying the results discussed above the findings themselves underline Hampton and Blythman’s (2006) plea that those teaching and managing FD courses should be chosen with care.  
The NUS (2008) reported on student dissatisfaction with resources between the 2 sectors and Philips et al (2009) claimed that FEC learners rated their library facilities and IT resources less favourably then their HEI counterparts. The perception of this sample of the resources offered by their institutions appears to vary between the 2 sectors in certain areas.
Table 16 Respondent’s attitudes towards their library service
	Library 
	Very good
	Good
	Poor
	Very Poor

	HE (n=40)
	28 (70%)
	12 (30%)
	na
	na

	FE (n= 52)
	12 (23%)
	38 (73%)
	2 (4%)
	na

	Overall
	40 (44%)
	50 (54%)
	2 (2%)
	na


With regard to library facilities the HE learners appeared more satisfied with 28 (70%) rating them as Very good compared to 12(23%).  This result could be interpreted as supporting Philips et al’s (2009) claim that library resources were rated less favourably by FEC learners compared to HEI learners with HE learners being 3 times more likely than FE learners to choose Very good as their response category.  Although Philips et al (2009) reported a 10% difference in the ratings of FE and HE learners the gap in this survey was 47%.  If merging the categories of Very good with Good is accepted as indicating satisfaction this difference in perception reduces markedly with 40 (100%) HE learners choosing one of these compared to 50 (96%) FE learners.  Perhaps the most encouraging data from this area is that only 2 learners reported library facilities as Poor and none used the category of Very poor.
Table 17 Respondent’s attitudes towards their IT facilities
	IT facilities
	Very good
	Good
	Poor
	Very Poor

	HE (n=40)
	6 (15%)
	28 (70%)
	6 (15%)
	na

	FE (n= 52)
	8 (15%)
	42 (81%)
	2 (4%)
	na

	Overall
	14 (15%)
	70 (76%)
	8 (9%)
	na


The ratings of IT facilities appears positive with 15% of both samples (HE 6, FE 8 respondents) choosing Very good.  However in the category of Good 42 (81%) FE learners chose this response in comparison to 28 (70%) HE learners.  Thus Philips et al’s (2009) reported 10% difference in satisfaction with IT facilities has been reversed this time in the favour of the FEI learners.  This point is emphasised by the numbers indicating that their IT facilities were Poor with 6(15%) from HE and only 2 (4%) from FE claiming this category as representative of their views.  Two HE students provided a qualitative insight into the possible reasons behind choosing this category,

Some of the tutors answered e-mails very quickly but some of them didn’t and in the end there was no point in using the computers to contact them as you never got an answer 















     (Alyson, HE student)

The online support from the tutors was bad at times we all felt that we were being ignored  
















     (Shiela, HE student)
However it would appear that these responses are focussed primarily on the role of the tutor’s use of IT facilities rather than the facilities themselves.   If the categories of Very good and Good are collapsed into one then 84 (91%) of the sample can be seen as indicating satisfaction with their IT facilities.  Table 17 indicates a trend that is visible in tables 18, 19, 20 and 22 for the majority of FE student ratings to cluster within the Good (or its equivalent) category whilst the HE learners ratings are usually slightly more evenly distributed between Very good , Good and Poor or their equivalents.  The future application of inferential statistics to analyse this trend may provide an indication of this trends significance or otherwise.
Table 18 Respondent’s attitudes towards the standards of their rooming
	Rooming
	Very good
	Good
	Poor
	Very Poor

	HE (n=40)
	12 (30%)
	18 (45%)
	10 (25%)
	na

	FE (n= 52)
	2 (4%)
	40 (77%)
	8 (15%)
	2 (4%)

	Overall
	7 (15%)
	58 (63%)
	18 (20%)
	2 (2%)


When the category of Very good is used as the point of focus 12 (30%) of the HE learners indicate this compared to only 2 (4%)  FE learners perhaps indicating better rooms are provided within HEI’s.  However if this category is included with Good, to indicate a satisfactory level, the difference vanishes with 30 (75%) HE learners indicating one or the other in comparison to 42 (81%) FE learners.  If the collapsed categories of Very good and Good can be taken together to indicate a satisfactory level then this sample as a whole returned 65 (78%) learners indicating this level which is an improvement on the NSS (2008) survey results.  Although no differences in the reporting of Very poor were noted there was a 10% differential in the reporting of rooming as Poor in the favour of FEC’s.
Table 19 Respondent’s attitudes towards their tutorial support
	Tutorial support
	Very good
	Good
	Poor
	Very Poor

	HE (n=40)
	12 (30%)
	20 (50%)
	8 (20%)
	na

	FE (n= 52)
	12 (23%)
	38 (73%)
	2 (4%)
	na

	Overall
	24
	58
	10
	na


The perception of tutorial support amongst the FE learners didn’t replicate the same levels of dissatisfaction they reported for tutor competency (see table 15).  Fifty (96%) FE learners described tutorial support as either Very good or Good thus whilst they had some reservations regarding individual tutors their rating of the tutorial support was very positive.  The HE learners were also generally positive about their tutorial support with 32 (80%) rating it as either Very good or Good.  However 8 (20%) of them rated the provision as Poor compared to 2 (4%) FE learners a difference of 16%.
Table 20 Respondent’s attitudes towards the standard of their institutions administration
	Administration
	Very good
	Good
	Poor
	Very Poor

	HE (n=40)
	10 (25%)
	26 (65%)
	4 (10%)
	na

	FE (n= 52)
	
	48 (92%)
	4 (8%)
	na

	Overall
	10 (11%)
	74 (80%)
	8 (9%)
	na


As a whole the FD learners appeared satisfied with the administration that they experienced with 84 (91%) rating it as Very good or Good.  The HE learners appeared to perceive the administration they experienced with 10 (25%) rating it as Very good a category that no FE learners chose.  No ratings of Very poor were recorded and ratings of Poor were very low in comparison to the higher categories.  
Table 21 Respondent’s reports of their class size
	
	Minimum maximum
	Mean average

	HE
	20 - 40
	26.4

	FE
	6 – 15 
	10.9

	Overall
	6 – 40 
	18.7


Student estimates of class size varied across institute and course, the range from the HE learners was 20 to 40 yielding a mean figure of 26.4.  The corresponding range from the FE learners gave estimates of 6 -15 with a mean class size of 10.9.  Whilst student estimates of class size may not be completely accurate the figures in table 21 indicate that the mean average HE class size is more than double that reported by the FE learners.  These figures may give support to the accusations of Fordist provision (Rustin, 1994) and McDonaldisation (Warhurst, 2001) with the HEI’s routinely enrolling larger classes they do however back up the findings of Opicac (1994) , QAA (2006) and ignore the claim of Hampton and Blythman (2006) that non-traditional learners are daunted by large classes.  If the HEI’s are to compete effectively with the FEC’s in regard to non-traditional learners they may need to review their policies regarding optimum class size.
Table 22 Respondent’s levels of satisfaction with their chosen course
	
	Very satisfied
	Satisfied
	Dissatisfied
	Very dissatisfied

	HE (n=40)
	  8 (20%)
	20 (50%)
	12 (30%)
	na

	FE (n= 52)
	  8 (15%)
	40 (77%)
	  4 (8%)
	na

	Overall
	16 (17%)
	60 (66%)
	 16 (17%)
	na


In total 76 (83%) learners from the sample indicated that they were Very satisfied or Satisfied with their course and with none choosing Very dissatisfied it may be concluded that the FD experience of the respondents is generally a positive one.  The overall satisfaction rating expressed by learners in the 2009 NSS is 81% this may indicate that the respondents in this sample are receiving an educational experience in line with national expectations at least.  Comparing the 28 (70%) HE learners indicating that they were Very satisfied or Satisfied with their course at present to the 48 (92%) FE learners  a positive difference of 22% towards FE becomes apparent.  This difference is further strengthened when comparing the levels of dissatisfaction with 12 (30%) HE learners indicating they were Dissatisfied against 4 (8%)  FE learners a difference of 22%.
Table 23 Respondent’s reports as to the likelihood of them recommending their course 
	
	Very likely
	Likely
	Unlikely
	Very unlikely

	HE (n=40)
	12 (30%)
	20 (50%)
	4 (10%)
	4 (10%)

	FE (n= 52)
	  8 (15%)
	40 (77%)
	2 (4%)
	2 (4%)

	Overall
	20 (21%)
	60 (65%)
	6 (7%)
	6 (7%)


The levels of dissatisfaction noted amongst the HE learners in table 22 were reflected in their disposition towards recommending their course of study to others.  Eight (20%) of them claimed that they were Unlikely or Very unlikely to recommend the course to another interested party, amongst the FE learners 12 (14%) made the same claims.  Diana (HE student) describes her reasons for being very unlikely to recommend her course at her institute,
I feel this course is badly organised, poor leadership.  Some tutors give no online support, don’t know what they are supposed to be teaching and are generally no good.  I think the money for this course is wasted.

The staff do their best with the facilities provided, but the environment/college is not very understanding/accommodating to our course needs 
















     (Lesley, FE student)
However at the other end of the scale 12 (30%) of the HE learners indicated that they were Very likely to recommend their course compared to 8 (15%) FE learners.  A number of learners in this category believed that they were responsible for shaping the future of the award as Roger (FE student) explains

Although we are the pioneers of this new course I feel future learners will find great learning outcomes
Others making this claim have found it more than just an educational experience,

This course is very demanding emotionally.  I have struggled with it at times, but pleased that I have continued.  Its an experience that I will keep for ever. 

















       (Alana, FE student)
I have already recommended this degree course to various support staff in my work place. 2 members have started their first year










        (Sara, HE student)
When the Very likely and Likely categories are merged to indicate satisfaction the difference reverses with 32 (80%) HE learners and 48 (92%) FE learners choosing one or the other category.
The analysis of the data has facilitated the identification of a number of differing characteristics exhibited by the two groups within this sample.  In comparison to HEI learners he FEC learners were more likely, 

· to be unemployed    

· to hold vocational qualifications on entry as opposed to the HEI respondents who were more likely to hold academic awards 

· to benefit from employer support

· to study in a smaller class size 

 They were less likely than the HEI learners to have,

· considered undertaking a degree in the past
· considered taking a third year top

Conclusions
The demographic data indicated that the sample conformed to national figures and as such was fit for purpose.  On most measures the sample reflected national trends closely, the only exception was the smaller number of full time learners enrolled compared to the literature.
The awards held by the learners on entry suggested a trend that those holding academic awards, such as A levels and Access awards, were more likely to enrol for an FD at an HEI whilst those holding vocational awards were more likely to apply to an FEC.  This may indicate that the academic / vocational divide may still exist in the minds of the learners.  The sample did however report a broad spread of level 3 and higher awards and this could be seen as an indication that Lifelong Learning is occurring within the FD community.
Employer support for the learners was perceived in a generally positive manner, the figures reported exceeded national trends with only a minority reporting no support at all.  There appears to be no consistency in the support with some employers willing to provide financial help and study leave whilst others provide no incentives for study at all.  The employers of the FE learners were twice as likely as the employers of the HE students to have paid their full fees.  Half of those learners studying at a HEI had paid their own fees compared to a little over a third of FE Learners.
When the status of a non-traditional student was defined as those who indicated that they had never or rarely considered undertaking a degree in the past, over a half of the FE learners and a quarter of the HE learners fell into this category.  This indicates further differences in the academic / vocational divide with three quarters of the HE learners claiming that they had often or sometimes thought about undertaking a degree compared to less than half of the FE learners.  Again these results may be taken as evidence of the FD’s success in widening participation.
The major influences on the choice of institution appeared to be the institutes location and the awards content fitting with the learners career plans.  Nearly half of the HE learners chose content and location as their major influences.  In comparison a little over a quarter of those studying at FEC’s chose these two factors with another third claiming that location was their major influence on their choice of institute.  The reputation of an institution was reported as a minority influence with only very small percentages from either sector citing it.

Both sets of learners saw their courses as being relevant to their work roles with two thirds of HE learners and over three quarters of FE learners indicating their course was very relevant.  To support this contention 95% of both sets of learners claimed that the knowledge and skills they acquired on  the course were useful in the workplace.

Over half of the HE respondents and nearly two thirds of the FE learners claimed that they had undertaken their award to enhance their chances of promotion at work.  The majority of both sets of learners also believed that attainment of the FD would possibly or probably lead to promotion.
Eighty percent of the HE respondents claimed that they would undertake a third year top up compared to only 58% of those studying in FEC’s.  Those claiming that they wouldn’t undertake a top up degree were those with little or no employer support.
The samples overall perceptions of their tutor’s competence were generally positive with 83% rating their tutors as competent or very competent.  However when this is analysed in terms of the sectors 95% of the HE respondents as opposed to just under three quarters of the FE sample rated their tutors at these levels.  However three quarters of the FE respondents rated their tutors as incompetent or very incompetent.
The results regarding learner satisfaction with resources indicated that both sets of students were happy with their library services although just under three quarters of the HE learners and one quarter of the FE learners rated the service as very good.  

IT facilities were rated favourably in general with 85% of HE learners and close to all FE learners rating the facilities as very good or good.  At the other end of the rating scale 15% of the HE learners claimed the facilities were poor.  However the available qualitative data suggested that in some cases at least it was the tutor’s use of the facilities rather than the facilities per se that had been ranked as poor.
The reports regarding the standards of rooming varied amongst the HE learners with roughly one third claiming that the standards were very good, this was 26% higher than that reported by the FE sample.  Nearly half of the HE learners claimed the rooming was good compared to just over three quarters of the FE learners.  A quarter of the HE learners rated the rooming as poor compared to 15% of the FE sample.

Tutorial support was rated highly by the FE learners with nearly all of the sample rating it as either good or very good compared to 80% of the HE sample.  The remainder of the HE sample rated the provision as poor. 

The general tone towards each institutions administration was positive.  However whilst no FE students reported this service as very good a quarter of the HE sample awarded this rating. 

The samples estimates of class size suggested that the typical HE class size was double that of the typical FE class size.

Satisfaction levels with the learners chosen courses were high with more than three quarters of the sample indicating that they were satisfied or very satisfied.  Over 90% of the FE sample rated their course as at least satisfactory compared to just less than three quarters of the HE learners.  Nearly a third of the HE learners expressed dissatisfaction with their course, this dissatisfaction was further expressed by this group with 20% claiming they would be unlikely or very unlikely to recommend their course.  

In contrast most learners appeared happy with their course and the majority from both HEI’s and FEC’s indicated that they would be very likely or likely to recommend their course to others.
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Appendix 1 
Key to contractions used in graph 1

	Loc & emp dec
	Location and employer decision

	Emp dec
	Employer decision

	Cont loc & emp dec
	Course content, location and employer decision

	Cont
	Course content

	Cont & loc
	Course content and location

	Loc
	Location

	Loc & rep
	Location and reputation

	Cont & rep
	Course content and reputation

	Cont loc & fac
	Course content, location and facilities

	Fac & emp dec
	Facilities and employer decision
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Influencing factors (see appendix one for expansion)
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Graph 1 Bar chart showing factors influencing institutional choice
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