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Foundation Group(Level 0)
Learner Support Study Pilot

Aims of the project
The project is part of a wider Yorkshire and Humber East Lifelong Learning Network (YHELLN) research programme into learner support, learner choice and progression.

The study focussed on the Foundation group of 38 individuals who commenced their studies at the Scarborough Campus September 2007.

The group comprises a diverse mixture of overseas, E.U. and local region students.

The pilot study looked at:

1) The student experiences and issues arising from the point when the students commenced the course to the final stages when progression routes are being identified.

2) The influence of the underlying career preferences and decisions which students have either prior or during the course. 
Context

The decision to undertake research into this group arose from the experience as a Careers Adviser working with this cohort and the desire to ensure that the Careers Service is well informed and equipped to meet their needs. The challenge of providing appropriate information, advice and guidance at this level to this type of very diverse client group is an issue which Higher Education Careers Services generally and the Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services (AGCAS) are addressing.
Theoretical Basis for the project
The Social Learning Theory (Mitchell, Jones, Krumboltz) , the Community Interaction Theory (B.Law)  and the Planned Happenstance Theory (Mitchell et al 1990) amongst others are under current consideration to inform interactions with the changing core client groups.
The Social Learning Theory of Career Decision Making (SLTCDM) of the late 70s grew out of Bandura’s work in the 1960s and focuses on the influence of informal encounters and the client’s own observations in his/her daily environments in shaping a person’s decisions. The theory suggests that the way an individual relates to another in a social environment will determine how much influential that person is.

In 1996 Krumboltz devised the Learning Theory of Career Choice and Counselling (LTCC). His research looked into four categories of influence : genetic endowment including race and gender, general environment and life events, being exposed to learning experiences, and from these the individual’s own “learned task approach” is developed.
Bill Law’s Community Interaction Theory (1981) similarly cites the influence of the immediate social network or community in which the client is currently and has in the past been placed. Law states that “ a great deal of the process of identifying motivation for career development occurs in mid-range transactions involving the participation of parents, family, neighbourhood, peer groups and ethnic groups –the rag bag of community” (Law B. 1981).

Mitchell (1999) further developed this theme with the Planned Happenstance theory which focuses on the need to encourage clients to keep an open mind to avoid missing opportunities which may present themselves .Krumboltz and Levin (2004) expanded on this theme in suggesting how we can support students to cope with a fluid changing careers environment. 

Methodology

Discussions with Course Tutors
Purpose to obtain background information on:

· Foundation Course itself
· likely outcomes

· the student group

· academic and other support built into the programme

· attendance, motivation ,achievement levels and factors influencing these issues

Discussions with other Support Services personnel

Purpose:

· to discover what services are offered to the Foundation Year group

· invite feedback and discuss issues arising
· to find out how dependent this student group is on support services   

View student lecture sessions
Purpose become more aware of what the course involves and gain insight into the student group through:
· observing delivery of course content

· observing student responses and level of engagement

· joining in discussions where appropriate

Use of questionnaires      
Questions chosen to obtain data from students relating to the key issues which the project seeks to explore.
Questionnaires brief in content.  Appropriate for students whose English language skills are not well advanced. 
The choice of questions was informed by research undertaken by J. Krumboltz, M.J.Miller , Mitchell and B.Law.
Discussions with individual students
The purpose of these meetings was to explore issues relating to project focus with each student and gain data to inform project outcomes.

Method:

· one to one confidential discussions

· exploration of response to questionnaire and other issues raised
Discussions with tutors
The discussions with tutors took place at the beginning and end of semester two and were set up to gain a broader insight into the Foundation Year itself as well as to discuss key issues had arisen with previous groups and were currently evident in the 2007-8 cohort.

Recruitment
The International students can be recruited on the basis of the number of years in education rather than on their actual qualifications. APEL and APL are applied when recruiting those with more experience. Due to potential forgeries only original qualification certificates are now accepted. Visa and immigration checks can slow down recruitment and student entry onto the course.

10% of the foundation year group are referred by the departments because they do not meet the criteria to enter directly onto a particular course at level four. 
30% of these are international students. 

Course Programme

There are in the course schedule fifty hours contact time per module with three modules being delivered per semester.

Overseas students are likely to have timetabled session five days each week and other students three days due to requiring   additional language support tuition.

Key core modules covered include;
· English for Professional Purposes
· Learning and Personal Development
· Skills in Academic English
· Information Technology and Presentation Statistics
· Roots of Modern Society: Business Culture and Technology
· Professional Life Communication and Practice
The timetabling issues raised by students during individual discussions were discussed.

The tutors had wanted to timetable sessions to run more concurrently and over fewer days but room availability and the decision to use full time rather than part time tutors   meant this could not be achieved. 

Tutors acknowledge that this does have a negative impact on the socialising amongst students and the informal learning which could take place as students are less likely to stay around on campus together. 
Attendance
There is a stipulated requirement for students to attend 80% of the sessions.

The tutor acknowledged that problems with poor attendance do exist.
If a student fails a module they may not be offered the chance to re-sit that module if their attendance is poor. Attendance overall has improved in semester two following a letter being sent out to remind students of the attendance requirements. The tutors recognise that when attendance is poor and topics need to be repeated this is frustrating for those who attend regularly and causes friction within the group.

Progression
Automatic progression to Hull University level four programmes is available to all students who successfully complete the Foundation year. 

The need to track and gain more specific data on those who have completed subsequent foundation year courses was raised.
Other issues raised by tutor
The workload allocation of half hours preparatory time for each seminar was considered inadequate when working with this group where ‘just lecturing’ is not the most effective delivery method. 
Students require a considerable level of support particularly in learning how to study and in developing language skills.   

Students’ use of welfare support can become an issue for tutors if they appear to be taking  advantage of  ‘extenuating circumstances’ criteria to allow late course work submissions.
 Discussion with support services
Welfare
It was suggested that the course should be full-time so students can more consistently engage in activities. 

The Welfare Adviser considered that students from the foundation year would benefit from an accredited core module focussing on general life skills as there was a perceived lack of these skills as well as a low level of emotional intelligence. Suggested topics include budgeting, citizenship, counselling and other welfare issues. The aim would be to equip students to cope with university in the broadest sense not just the academic aspects. The International Office induction period does offer some of this but only for international students.

Study Support  
The Study Support tutor was not aware of heavy usage of the service by foundation year students but they are entitled to use the service if they choose to. It was suggested that the use of this core service in addition to the study skills training embedded in the core modules could be made more evident to students. 
 Language Support
The ‘English for Professional Purposes’ module seeks to build the students skills to the level required for assessment purposes and covers topics like essay writing, other forms of writing, structure, reading, listening and note taking in lectures. It does not include spoken English. 

General issues raised by tutor
Students’ ability to concentrate for long periods is low.

They have chaotic lifestyle so find conforming to university course demands difficult.

There are classroom management issues which should not be expected at this stage.

Commitment is lacking e.g. some students return to London at weekends and return late.

Students expect all topics should relate to their chosen academic area for level four and it would help improve motivation if the course was more targeted to particular needs. Students don’t easily grasp the reasons for the sessions.

The term ‘Foundation’ can be misleading as the students expect a ‘Foundation degree in...’

Cultural differences have been noted with those international students who are sponsored by their governments being less good at applying themselves to the task in hand perhaps due to having to make less effort to get on the course. Poor written English also presents difficulties for this group.

The eastern European students are more in tune with our academic traditions and motivated having used their own initiative to move here and study.

Overall Support Comments  
Throughout the discussions with support staff and course tutors there was a positive underlying message that these students deserve an opportunity to prove themselves and be given a second chance. 

Observation of lectures
Attendance levels as low as eight students.

Attendance improved during later part of semester two.

The students were grouped similarly on each occasion suggesting little movement between the small groupings which had formed.

Those who were less regular attendees appeared to remain detached from the others in the sessions under observation.

Sessions were delivered in an encouraging supportive way and there was a lot of evidence of tutors trying hard to engage the group and reinforce the course content in a manner and at a level appropriate to the student needs.
Students spoke about the non-attendees whose low commitment was often mentioned.

The regular attendees were keen to take action to mould the whole group better together by e.g. arranging a social event.   
Questionnaires

19 questionnaires were completed by 49% of the group.
Due the poor student attendance and low level English language capabilities some questionnaires were completed during the individual student discussions.

Responses:

1) Has anyone in the past helped you to make decisions about your possible future career/job? YES/NO  

58% responded YES
42% responded NO
The YES respondents (11) rated family and college staff as being the most influential.

The college staff references (5) indicate that they received from:
- a teacher  of a particular subject (3) who linked subject competences to career paths
 e.g. “my teacher said me that if you like economy and math, you have to study Business and management” 
- Head of Year (1) helped with “my university not with careers as such”

- Only one respondent made reference to a careers exploration type activity “arrange in carrers pairs to show us the different careers available”    
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Those who mentioned receiving help from parents and other family members (4)

 stated  that the support was given by:
“Mum” (2) due to closeness of parental relationship
“Brother” (1) who was seen as a role model –“seen his life, the decisions he made”
“Family and friends (1) who have a lot of experience”

“Cousins new husband”(1) who works in a job role which the student has “always been interested in”

The final YES respondent stated the need to seek out other people in order to get on in your career implying he had done that “if you want to make something on your future career you have to find someone to help you to step up”
The NO respondents (8)
Four of this group had very clear ideas about their career preferences derived from their own experiences, observations of other people in work roles and personal interests. These students did not express concern about lack of support.
One student cited the encouragement of her parents although made her own decision “I made a decision study abroad”

One student expressed dissatisfaction that “nobody from the uni. had explained me about future studies”   nor received help with UCAS so unfortunately I have four declines”
Another was given help with applications but no specific careers advice.

2) Do you already know what career/job would be suitable for you?
63% responded YES

37% responded NO

67% of the YES respondents made reference to aspiring to securing employment in occupations at professional level which would require long periods of further study and training and where recruitment into those areas is competitive. The career ideas specifically mentioned were:

Child Psychologist

Business Lawyer

Bank Manager

Business/I.T. Consultant

Criminal Psychologist

Barrister

Three YES respondents indicated their preferred work sectors as being the music industry, tourism, and football or digital media.

Another YES respondent is already employed by a Logistics company in Bahrain who are sponsoring his studies. In response to the questionnaire this student indicated that he came across the job opportunity by chance in a local newspaper and had not specifically chosen such a job role. 

Five of the NO respondents had several ideas under consideration including psychology and marine biology. One was unsure and mentioned the influence of his parents who had requested he reconsider his level four degree programme options.

When examining the correlation between the responses to both questions it is evident that of the eleven who indicated that they received some help with making career decisions only three answered NO to the second question and in fact these three did have some career ideas under consideration.
Half of the eight who received NO help were still unsure about their career choice but three were certain having used their own initiative to research possible careers through their own networks. 
Individual student discussions
To achieve comparative data the discussions were framed by set questions (see appendix 1 and 2)
Below please find a summary of the responses to each question and points arising from them.
1) Purpose of meeting and reference to Questionnaire –Points arising

There was a very diverse range of preparedness for entry into the Foundation Year.
· One International student had done a lot of research via his family and specifically his father who runs his own business and his uncle who is a bank manager. He also received advice from other family members who had studied in another country. He has a clear career preference to become a bank manager.

· By comparison another applied via UCAS having received “no help” so was ill prepared and when asked about career preferences he indicated “I don’t have a clue” 

· An Eastern European student had done a lot of research into foundation year courses and carefully chose Scarborough on the advice of her college tutor who had discovered there were fewer students from her home country there and so the student’s English language skills would become more developed.  
2) How well has the student settled in to the course?

The three U.K. students who were recruited after having met with the course tutor reported settling in easily. One student was recommended by a friend to join the course and having attended a language school at Hull over the summer was better adjusted to the U.K. and student life. 

The international students stated they received a good level of support when they arrived in Scarborough through the International students’ welcome week activities.
One student found the course work patterns strange having been accustomed to a five day week and considered the website details about the course were not descriptive enough. She also found it hard to focus at first “with so many modules going on”.

Two students reported initial frustrations:

· The student who had applied for a level four Creative Music Technology course but had been referred by the department to the foundation year had already achieved an NVQ level three Business qualification and had knowledge of business operations through his previous work experience. He found some foundation year elements too basic and would have liked more music related content.

· Another student’s satisfaction level was low due to conflicts and poor interaction within the group. He also found the business related elements too basic having had experience of running a family business.
3) Have the student’s expectations of the course been met?
Two students were content overall but disliked:
· The timing of activities in semester two with too heavy a load of tasks to complete in a short time.

· Not being given enough explanation about how to complete course work

Another by comparison found the course easier than expected having worked in a Law firm and had discussions with staff there “who gave the impression that achieving a degree was hard work”
Only three of the ten students questioned were totally positive in response to this question including one U.K. student who was accepted as a direct entrant following a telephone discussion with a course tutor.

Other comments made included:

· “When I was applying for the course I was given the impression that it was an evening course and didn’t realise it was a full-time commitment.

· “Poor attendance by a percentage of the students adversely effects the social environment”
Despite these issues the overall response from the students questioned was that overall their satisfaction level was “fine”.
4) What are the student’s current career plans?

One of the students interviewed was uncertain about his career direction because his degree course preference was not supported by his parents. When questioned he stated he had not spoken to anyone at the university about this but preferred to wait and discuss this issue with his parents over the summer which shows the parents’ role as prime influencers of decisions on career choice .
Another student stated a preference for environmental science but was not concerned about having to revert to a back- up plan to shift over to creative music technology if his grades were poor. When questioned he claimed to have made his own enquiries within the relative academic departments. Neither of these two students expected to be helped by university staff in making decisions.

One student had decided to follow Business Management and Information Technology routes but was open minded about careers.

The remaining seven students questioned had a career path in mind on entry and saw the foundation year as being the first step towards achieving their goal. When questioned they were perfectly contented with their career preferences whether derived from their own observations and work experience or from advice given by friends and family.

There was little evidence that these students had sought advice on careers from a wider source beyond their immediate network. One student’s source of careers information on the career he was considering was from those frequenting his local social club who had experience of working with people in his chosen job role.

Despite previously not having achieved their full potential or had poor experiences in education the students were in career terms aspiring high to professional level.
5) What support has the student benefitted from?

Three students were keen to stress that they knew support was available but had not used it. One specifically stated being “too proud“ implying that using this would be seen as a failure on his part preferring to be self-sufficient.  Another reason for non use of support services was timing and having to remain on campus longer in the day.
Only one student made reference to using study support for help with report writing.

The other services for welfare, accommodation, finance and dyslexia support were only used by two students. The student requiring dyslexia support expressed satisfaction with the support being “just at the right level” so he could still learn how to work independently.

Six students rated highly the support and information given to them by course tutors either individually or within lecture and seminar sessions.

In conclusion although the group were aware of the support services they overall tended either to ask for help from foundation year tutors or cope within their own networks. 
6) What help has the student been given with progression to level 4?

The tutors go through with the students their ‘Learning and Personal Development Plan’ as part of discussing progression routes but only one student questioned made reference to it. 
Seven students had clear progression routes in mind right from the start of the foundation year and did not need further help with this matter.

Three who were required to choose modules from the Business Management programmes would have liked more explanation about what the modules entail. One student mentioned that the process of completing the forms for level four was made clear but there was insufficient explanation of course modules.
The two students applying for Coastal Marine Biology at level four had benefitted from following a Marine and Coastal Science   free elective module as part of the foundation year This  experience   helped them to appreciate what to expect at level four and provided more input relevant to their chosen study area.
One student applied for a transfer to the Psychology degree at Leeds University but was not accepted although a possible transfer was proposed after successful completion of level four.
7) What other support does the student consider he/she would like to have received or will need during the foundation year?
Seven students did not express any need for further support and one of these specifically stated he would go for advice to his brother.

Two requested more help with choice of modules.

One would have liked the course to include more elements related to his chosen degree discipline Creative Music Technology.   
8) Are there any other related issues/matters which the student considers important?
The positive comments student chose to raise were:

· The lecturers were friendly and helpful.

· Small classes were appreciated with good one to one communication between staff and students.

· One student mentioned a friend at another university where there are 100 students on the science foundation course and the tutors don’t get to know the students as well as at Scarborough.

· Two students mentioned the valuable multicultural elements and enjoyed the student diversity overall.

· Two stated specifically that the foundation year provides a good preparation for level four.
The other matters students chose to raise were as follows:
· Would have liked more consolidated time blocks.
· Would like help with accessing paid or voluntary work experience in the Scarborough region.

· Students were told about support services at the beginning but would like to be reminded later.

· Cultural issues caused various tensions, for example, jokes in lectures were misinterpreted and could cause offence. One student suggested the need to discuss cultural issues more openly as a group.

· It was considered unfair to expect international students to give presentations alongside U.K. nationals due to having to work in their non-native language.
· International students “still keep a distance” from the others.  
· One international student thought it would be better to have all the international students together.

· Similarly expecting international students to contact and employer and ask questions as part of the external communication course element was considered too challenging. 

· Would have liked more student interaction particularly at the start of the year.

· Students requested a lecturer/student social event to get to know one another but no funds available to support this activity.
· Would have liked more student facilities and social events.
· One student admitted a lack of motivation and consequent non-attendance for remainder of day when “lesson is boring”. 
KEY FINDINGS
A high proportion of the students came to course with a particular career route in mind and might then expect the course elements to be obviously related to this desired outcome. The foundation year units are more general in nature in preparing students for becoming a capable student in Higher Education.  
This could be a factor in influencing the poor reported attendance of students particularly in the early stages if the students interviewed are a representative sample of the group.

The reliance of students on the influence and advice of family and friends when making career decisions in consistent with Holland’s theory and “the proposition that people seek out work environments of people like themselves, viewed through occupational stereotypes, and that congruence between self and environment leads to reinforcement and satisfaction” (Killeen 1996:32)

The influence of family members was particularly mentioned by the international students who were interviewed. There were more references within this group to the extended family members and one interviewee was keen to stress that he could not make any decisions without the agreement of his parents. This has implications for the validity of using with this group a trait and factor approach to guidance where the client is more firmly at the centre of the decision making process. The international students’ in response to the questions tended to be more sure of their choices and reference was made to role models within the family as the basis for the career decision rather than that person’s own interests or capabilities. This is consistent with my own findings when working with international students on job search activities which involve creating some form of personal statement. Putting an individual at the centre of a discussion and promoting self-worth is not something students from certain cultural backgrounds are comfortable with.
Many of the students interviewed displayed overall confidence in the decisions they had so far made regarding career and study routes and were well focussed on the way ahead. Some decisions were made on the basis of individual’s discussions and observations and when questioned further there was little evidence that the students had backed up their findings with further research into how their own capabilities might match the chosen career areas. This type of ‘interjection’ forms the central concept in Gestalt Therapy and can lead to career choices and decisions which may in the longer term prove inappropriate for that individual as “Interjected values are unquestioned (usually unconscious) values which are based on the messages clients have received from other people (often their parents) “ and “introjected values can therefore prevent people from accurately perceiving themselves and the world, which may lead to faulty career decisions” (R.Nathan, L.Hill 2006 p.66-7)

This could have  implications for the type of careers education interventions which need to be included in the foundation year programme and in subsequent years. A period of work shadowing or visits to employer’s premises could help to reinforce the students’ career choices or enable a more realistic understanding of what a particular job entails. Given the diversity of the student cohort it would be necessary to adapt any career education learning interventions to the individual’s own style of decision making and previous experiences. One student, for example, was pleased with creating his own independent style of career exploration which involved his being pro-active in exploring options as and when he met people who “could be useful to him”. This had led to what appeared from a Careers Adviser’s perspective inconsistent stated career preferences.     

The students who were interview tended to prefer to get help from Course Tutors on pastoral care as well as study issues. This was mentioned by students as important in helping them to settle in well but has implications for whether these needs could be met in this way in a larger student as one student pointed out.  If students are more actively encouraged to use other support this has implications for staff resourcing.
The Welfare Adviser suggested a core  module  for all students to cover key personal and life skills.  How this would fit within the existing programme of modules would need to be explored.

Reference was made by international students to the help given through the International Office’s welcome week activities with opening bank accounts, accommodation and so on which  suggesting that this type of core induction activity may benefit all students on the Foundation Year. 
Reference was made by students to the need for more clarity on what to expect and one student specifically mentioned that the Hull University web pages advertising of the Foundation Year was not descriptive enough. Students who intended to progress to level four programmes outside the Business School were particularly unclear what to expect from the foundation year. These comments have implications for how the course is advertised and suggest a need for more clarity of marketing information.
The marketing reflects the fact that the foundation year offers a valuable ‘second chance’ opportunity and has to be broad enough to attract the full range of students but some felt the course data should have been more specific.

Both students and tutors raised the value of students’ interacting socially outside the formal lectures to enable informal learning to take place.  The way the timetable was structured and poor attendance by some students made such informal learning difficult to achieve.

The need for further identification of student destinations following the foundation year was raised by a course tutor. 
IMPLICATIONS FOR CAREERS SERVICE STAFF WORKING WITH THE FOUNDATION YEAR GROUP
More emphasis could be placed on encouraging clients to explore in detail how they reached any career decisions which had been made prior to entry to give the Adviser an insight into their primary influences with respect to career choice. Challenging what the Careers Adviser may consider inaccurate or incomplete perceptions about certain careers or questioning them about how their interests and capabilities relate to their choices may be inappropriate in a one-to-one situation as the client could view this as the Adviser being disrespectful to the people who influenced these choices.  Where parent or employers are funding the study this has further potential for conflict of interests. The client may also feel threatened and insecure if what they perceive as well thought out choices are questioned. The very early decision making about career choice does however conflict with the current emphasis in Higher Education on developing students general core work skills to improve their overall employability and encourage a flexible approach to the world of work.

Providing opportunities for careers education activities which the client can participate in such as work shadowing, employer presentations or the use of careers information resources would be a means of providing these clients with a broader perspective in a manner which does not obviously negate their prior decisions. The use of internet resources like Prospects Planner www.prospects.ac.uk for those whose language skills are sufficiently well developed could provide an introduction to career planning which the client can control and work through at a pace appropriate to their needs. More singular paper base work sheets focussing on the same topics may be more popular with some clients.

If careers education elements are embedded in the Foundation Year programmes this would enhance the student’s self awareness and opportunity awareness. The Careers staff could then help the client to articulate and make sense of any new findings from these experiences. Such discussions could be timed for when choices will need to be made for entry to level four programmes.  Careers staff in providing impartial client-centred guidance could have a role to play in ensuring clients are fully aware of all progression routes to the next level. 
There was very little evidence of this group receiving detailed pre-entry careers guidance except some links with the course tutor. The careers services in the region could have a part to play in providing guidance but accessing the students prior to entry could prove challenging. 
The challenge of meeting the needs of this and other non traditional client groups is articulated in the review of the Higher Education Careers Services led by Sir Martin Harris which led to the recommendation that “Institutions should establish ways of identifying, within their first term of study, those students who are particularly likely to need help and guidance from the Careers Service. Such students may include those from non-traditional backgrounds”

REFLECTION ON RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Conclusions from this study will need to take account of the fact that the group participating in the study attended regularly which suggests a possible greater commitment than those who were outside the study. This may have influenced their responses. 

Research did not commence until the second semester so detailed follow up of individuals to obtain more detailed profiles was not practical.
The ability of participants to comprehend the questions asked was sometimes limited due to English not being their first language. This was particularly a problem when asking the students to complete a questionnaire. 
Attendance levels were low in some classes and often there were the same students there which made broader understanding of the student cohort very difficult.
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