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Abstract

Objective This is a pilot study that seeks to describe the benefits  to students of attending an FE institution in order to gain an HE qualification. The intention of this study was to gather the perceptions of HE students in FE institutions at the beginning of their course and to track these students to see whether these  expectations  were/are being fulfilled.

Design A survey design was used that gathered both quantitative and qualitative data. 72 respondents from Hull College were sampled and structured interviews gained further clarification

Methodology The respondents were invited to answer a number of questions relating to their choice of institution and reasons for choice of course, considerations prior to making that decision, and whether they were satisfied with the choice. The study took place in a single institution which may limit the transferability of findings. However, the college is typical of its type and other institutions may well find parallels which can be drawn from this study. 
Results The majority of the respondents indicated that they were more than satisfied with their experience at the college and would recommend this method of study to others. The HE learners at the college were generally pleased with the support from their lecturers and the courses offered. They felt that the college was more supportive to mature learners in vocational areas. The study was limited to part-time programmes operating in partnership with one higher education institution and does not necessarily reflect the broad spectrum of higher education operating within the college. The questionnaires returned gave a good cross section of programmes and genders although not all programmes were represented. There was a 72% response rate to the questionnaires from years 1-3 on FD and degree top-up students.
Collaboration was sought from other colleges in the region but at the present time they were unable to participate.
Conclusion 
This is stage 1 of the research and further funding will be sought to extend the research to institutions both inside and outside the Humber region in order to provide grass roots intelligence on the value of FE colleges to continue to develop their HE delivery and how this will affect the student experience.  Many learners expressed satisfaction with their courses and their initial perceptions of the course and the college seem to be being met.
Introduction

The growth in Foundation Degrees (FD) has led to a significant growth in  Further Education (FE) colleges offering Higher Education (HE) qualifications which will help to meet  the government’s target of 10,000 learners enrolling on FDs. 
According to HEFCE

· In 2006-07 108,000 students based on headcount undertook HEFCE-funded HE programmes in FECs. 

· Almost 60 per cent of students studied foundation degrees and sub-degree programmes such as HNC and HNDs. 

· While 49 per cent of students were part-time, a majority of students doing first degrees and foundation degrees were full-time.  (http://www.hefce.ac.uk/learning/heinfe/ date accessed 1/12/09
Widening access initiatives are encouraging non-traditional students to enrol on vocational higher education courses in FE colleges. These colleges are geographically closer to employers, and can be viewed as not as intimidating as a university, plus colleges may have the advantage of being financially cheaper.

It has been stated that these non-traditional students need more support with their studies and the next phase of the research will be developing this theme.

According to the government’s: The future of universities in a knowledge economy
“The framework gives priority to growing a diverse range of models of higher education most attractive to non-traditional students through part-time and work-based provision aimed at mature students,” explains Professor Derek Longhurst, fdf’s Chief Executive. “In particular, it encourages the further expansion of the successful Foundation degree. (http://www.findfoundationdegree.co.uk/news.aspx?newsid=18 date accessed 1/12/09)

Further research (Marks 2000) suggests that mature students are more engaged in studies that will increase their employment potential with little regard to the subject matter, however the students in this research are mainly building on their experience gained in a vocational area and have a varied level of academic achievement ranging from none to level 3 qualifications.
Hull College has a mix of full-time and part-time learners, the focus for this report is part-time students who have chosen to study for an FD and who may choose, and in some cases have chosen, to complete their final year to attain an Honours Degree. 
Methodology

This study is intended to act as a pilot and more focused research will be carried out in the future which will investigate whether these findings correlate with other FE institutions from other areas and will provide colleges with data, for example, on reasons for admissions, withdrawals and how colleges can enhance their provision.
The intention had been to distribute the questionnaire to a number of FE institutions but it was only distributed to Hull College learners. One hundred copies were distributed and seventy two responses collated providing a 72% response rate. A range of years from first year learners who commenced in September 2009 to second and third year learners were targeted. The main aim was to ascertain and draw comparisons between first year and third year learners’ perceptions of the course and the college, but the focus in the future will be to revisit the first year learners to ascertain whether their initial perceptions have been fulfilled or exceeded.
The epistemological approach provided both open and closed questions to facilitate the gathering of qualitative and quantitative data. Closed and open questions were used to measure learner attitudes and options were provided to expand upon their qualitative responses. All responses were anonymous and any opinions will be presented verbatim

Sample

Demographic data was collected to determine whether the FD’s do attract the title of ‘Lifelong Learning’
	A1 - What is your age?
	

	
	

	Under 25
	21%

	26 - 30
	21%

	31 - 35
	14%

	36 - 40
	21%

	41 - 45
	14%

	45 plus 
	10%


A1 shows that the majority of learners are over the age of 25, this does seem to indicate the success of the vocational qualification in attracting ‘the more mature student’ with 10% over the age of 45. Learners stated that they felt more relaxed with ‘more mature students’.
	A2 - What is your Gender?
	

	Male
	36%

	Female
	64%


The sample shows that 36% are male and 64% female, which shows a ratio of 1.8 females to 1 male. This figure correlates with the figures reported by HEFCE (2008) of 1.3 females:1male. 
	A3 - Occupational Background
	

	Managerial / Professional
	40%

	Intermediate - e.g.Admin or Self Employed
	36%

	Supervisory, Technical, Service or Manual
	21%

	Unemployed
	0%

	Other
	3%


The occupational background reinforces the non-traditional nature of the learners and indicates that although these courses are all part-time, the majority of the learners are employed in middle management and above and would suggest that these learners require the FD in order to gain promotion alongside their industrial experience. 3% in the other occupational backgrounds are all female who are taking a break from employment whilst bringing up children, but who are focused on the future possibility of employment.

	A4 - Funding
	

	Self
	33%

	Employer
	49%

	HE Loan
	17%

	Other
	1%


Funding of the courses highlights the nature of the close involvement of employers in the development of the FD. 49% of learners are sponsored for the FD by their employer which is higher than the national average of one in four reported by HEFCE (2008). This indicates that employers feel that FD’s are more suitable for their employees needs and will be more beneficial to their employment. These learners are also given some support with study leave to attend college, although this is less than the 80% reported by HEFCE (2008). Surprisingly there are fewer learners who have applied for the HE grant; this would indicate that learners on the FD programmes, not being sponsored by their employees, have a higher household income which precludes them from applying.
Cheaper, central location, perception of college is not as scary as university
	A5 - Previous Hull College Studies
	

	Yes
	67%

	No
	33%

	A6 - Previous Higher Education
	

	No
	54%

	At a Further Education College
	33%

	At a University
	13%


The learners who responded to A5 held a variety of qualifications ranging from NVQ’s to National Diploma qualifications. This would indicate that the traditional view that HEI’s attract learners with academic qualifications and FEI’s attract learners with vocational qualifications is true and the divide between the two types of institutions is still in existence. The response to the questionnaire indicates that location and accessibility to lecturers is still high on the learner’s priority for choosing an FEI.
	A7 - Reasons for Studying
	

	Personal Satisfaction
	27%

	Improving capability at work
	24%

	Promotion
	27%

	Change of Career
	22%

	Other
	1%


73% of learners chose to study an FD in order to improve their employment prospects in some form. This again, would indicate that FD’s are viewed as the popular HE qualification choice for learners who prefer a more vocational form of study, which allows them to utilise their work experience in the assignments and gain knowledge through the theory of a particular subject. Learners valued the highly vocational courses and saw clear links between their career aims and employability. Learner’s responses indicate a large response to the ‘personal satisfaction’ of achieving a higher qualification, which is an important indication of the motivating factors of studying part-time and achieving the FD.
	A8 - Who chose Programme of Study
	

	Myself
	83%

	My Employer
	1%

	My Employer and I Jointly
	15%

	A9 - Year of Study
	

	First Year
	31%

	Second Year
	31%

	Third Year
	38%


A8 indicates that the learner is the one who has made the decision to take a higher qualification even though the focus of the development of FD’s is on the continued support of employers. This also indicates that employers, although willing to support the learner financially, do not seem to suggest that employees would benefit from this course of study, nor through lifelong learning. 16% of employers actively sought information on the qualification that the employee wished to study.

	B1 - Why Study at Hull College
	
	

	
	First Choice

	Location
	19
	24%

	Course
	42
	53%

	Mode of Attendance
	9
	11%

	Cost
	5
	6%

	Recommendation
	4
	5%

	B2 - Did you look at other institutions?
	

	
	

	No
	69%

	Yes
	31%


Surprisingly, for the question of why did learners choose Hull College, the majority response was that it was the course that was the main reason at 53%. As the college is in the city centre and the majority of learners work in this vicinity, the expectation was that the main choice would be the location, especially due to the need to keep travelling to a minimum. The cost of the course is cheaper thanat a university, so that would be an expected response, although as the majority of learners get some sort of financial help, that may be the reason behind the low proportion indicating cost.  The course content response reflects that the non traditional learners choose a course that is relevant to their long term career plans. This is further endorsed by the fact that very few of the learners looked at other institutions to inform their choice, six learners looked at East Riding College, but preferred Hull College, even though they lived and worked close to the locality of East riding College.
C1 Student considerations before starting the course
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A number of questions were asked regarding the considerations which had been taken into account before enrolling at the college. This gave a greater insight into what the learners regarded as being important before embarking on the course. The responses were significantly higher for the location and the results confirms the data collected from HELP Cetl (2008) that this is a major consideration for undertaking an FD, along with the course content. In many cases, the implicit cost savings associated with the proximity of the home and employment were raised and the majority of learners were not prepared to travel in order to study for these courses. The HE in FE students need to take a more pragmatic approach to their studies due to their ability to be able to cope with their studies as well as employment.
The workload at 79% and hours of private study 69% were major considerations as was the support from the lecturers. These are areas which would be used as a basis for further research as the students’ progress through their courses and whether these considerations have been met. 

I knew before I started the course that a lot of additional hours of study would be required if I wanted to pass.

Really happy with course , did underestimate time management though.
The 2008/9 NUS shows dissatisfaction with the IT and library facilities and these are two areas that on average 50% learners considered to be an important factor and the local college surveys show that this is still a major factor in which part-time learners are dissatisfied with the opening hours during holiday periods. 

The library and IT facilities are better than I expected
Although some students would like:
Longer opening hours over Christmas to allow full-time working students to access it more and longer book loans
The response to the question of mode of attendance was a factor; due to the flexible mode of attendance which suited those students who were given time to attend during the day. This is an area where the college is at an advantage to universities.
Class sizes were, surprisingly, a very low response as a factor for choosing the college and yet the comments made show that this has become a positive factor since enrolling.
Smaller class sizes which I prefer which means that the tutors get to know you and how you work; they can help you more with a problem

Small class sizes and lecturers have time to talk to you.

Small class sizes greater interaction with lecturers
C2 Does the programme match initial expectations?

	No
	Statement

	D1
	Staff made it clear from the start what they expected from students

	D2
	The teaching on my programme shows me what I need to do in order to be successful in my studies

	D3
	I am getting what is expected from my programme

	D4
	I am able to contact academic staff when I need to

	D5
	I am satisfied with the level of tutorial support o my programme

	D6
	I find my programme in the majority intellectually stimulating

	D7
	I am struggling with the background reading

	D8
	I find it difficult to balance academic and other commitments

	D9
	Academic work at this level is harder than I expected it to be

	D10
	I cope satisfactorily with the workload

	D11
	I cannot always attend college due to other demands on my time

	D12
	My employer takes an interest in my studies

	D13
	I am gaining confidence in my academic abilities

	D14
	I am using the knowledge and skills gained through the programme in my workplace


SA = Strongly Agree

S   = Agree

N   = Neutral

D   = Disagree

SD = Strongly Disagree
	Does the programme match initial expectations
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	SA
	A
	N
	D
	SD
	TOTAL
	
	SA
	A
	N
	D
	SD

	D1
	24
	39
	7
	2
	0
	72
	
	33%
	54%
	10%
	3%
	0%

	D2
	12
	51
	8
	1
	0
	72
	
	17%
	71%
	11%
	1%
	0%

	D3
	12
	49
	8
	3
	0
	72
	
	17%
	68%
	11%
	4%
	0%

	D4
	31
	34
	7
	0
	0
	72
	
	43%
	47%
	10%
	0%
	0%

	D5
	27
	35
	9
	1
	0
	72
	
	38%
	49%
	13%
	1%
	0%

	D6
	18
	41
	13
	0
	0
	72
	
	25%
	57%
	18%
	0%
	0%

	D7
	7
	18
	30
	12
	5
	72
	
	10%
	25%
	42%
	17%
	7%

	D8
	17
	23
	16
	13
	3
	72
	
	24%
	32%
	22%
	18%
	4%

	D9
	6
	17
	25
	21
	3
	72
	
	8%
	24%
	35%
	29%
	4%

	D10
	3
	27
	28
	14
	0
	72
	
	4%
	38%
	39%
	19%
	0%

	D11
	8
	11
	19
	23
	11
	72
	
	11%
	15%
	26%
	32%
	15%

	D12
	9
	20
	18
	11
	14
	72
	
	13%
	28%
	25%
	15%
	19%

	D13
	13
	44
	13
	1
	1
	72
	
	18%
	61%
	18%
	1%
	1%

	D14
	15
	36
	15
	6
	0
	72
	
	21%
	50%
	21%
	8%
	0%


Dose the programme match initial expectations gave a mixed response from the learners, and will be an interesting element for ongoing research as the third year learners who were asked these questions had not been asked this when they commenced their studies. 
The response to the question about lecturer response was extremely positive with 90% strongly agreed or agreed that they could contact their lecturers whenever necessary and would receive a prompt response. 
Support of lecturers really good

Everything is better than I expected, the help from the tutors is more than I expected.
All lecturers supportive and very flexible with their time and tutorials
This would indicate that these non traditional learners require and use the support that is available to them and is reinforced by lecturers who feel that they are required to spend a great deal of their time replying to e-mails or face to face contact with the learners which is not factored into the timetable.

D11 indicates the issues that part-time learners face with time management and that there are occasions when they are unable to attend college due to work commitments, with 47% indicating problems in attending at some stage. As the FD’s bring in a large element of work focus, this allows students to utilise the knowledge that they have gained in their work place and the problems regarding non attendance may not be such a large problem for some students. 
I have only been disappointed in my own lack of commitment in doing work at home

Having completed the first year the workload is more than I considered it would be whilst working full-time.
Looking the response to A4 where employers are willing to fund and allow some time off to attend college, would suggest that some employers still do not realise the full support which learners require when embarking on these studies.
The overall perception of the lecturers teaching and the students gaining what is required from the modules in order to pass the assignments was high at 71% of the learners agreeing that they felt that the correct information was being given. 

82% agreed or strongly agreed that the course was intellectually stimulating, which further endorses the success of FD’s and the non traditional learner, who may find the university courses daunting. 

One student, who had stared a university course, stated that:

Prefer college environment to university – allows tutors to be more personable/approachable and that she preferred smaller rooms and class sizes to larger lecture rooms.
	C3 - Would you recommend this course?
	

	Yes
	94%

	No
	6%


There was an extremely positive response to the recommendation of the courses at the college, which overall shows that the courses are meeting the learners’ requirements along with the support which they receive from the lecturers which ensures that they are able to succeed at this level.
	C4 - Benefits of Studying at an FE College?
	

	No
	7%

	Unsure
	25%

	Yes
	68%


The final question gave the largest set of written responses and on the whole were very positive about the benefits of studying at the college, although for the majority, this was purely their own opinion and could not be analysed alongside further research.
The responses included:

More relaxed atmosphere and more support and contact with the lecturer

If you are not very confident re academic studies it seems an easier option and not so daunting
One response which was stated on a number of occasions was that:

It provides opportunity to learn from each other as well as networking and coming in to contact with students from other business backgrounds

Get to meet people from similar working backgrounds and not just students
This would seem to be an important factor for learners on FD’s that they can learn from one another as well as the formal lectures and that they are experiencing similar problems regarding time management, concerns about their capability in completing course work and their ability to succeed.

Conclusion

The sample seems to reflect national trends regarding the demographic data, especially with regard to gender and employer support.

The original government consultation was ‘to attract people from a ‘broader range of backgrounds and provide alternative routes into education for those who are not the traditional A-level school leaver’ (HEFCE 2008) The learners questioned fell into this category and had opted for studying at an FEI rather than a university.
Employer support was generally found to be positive, both in financial terms and allowing flexible learning, although there does seem to be some concern regarding the issue of work ‘comes first’ and some learners could not attend all classes.

Locality and course content were rated very highly in the student considerations for choice of course and the vocational aspect is a major factor and this appeals to the non traditional learner who may have doubts about their ability to succeed at a Foundation Degree due to lack of confidence, age and not having studied for a number of years.
Satisfaction levels of the learners in regard to support from lecturers was high and as the college class sizes are smaller than universities is an extremely positive aspect of the delivery of FD’s in an FEI, these learners are daunted by large classes.
Most learners seem happy with their choice of course and, apart from a small number, 6%,  would recommend their course to others and regard the college as a beneficial way in which to undertake a Higher Education qualification.

Studying part-time does not interfere with your working life and I can work around home life. Good support from lecturers, family and work
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