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Abstract
This article reports on a study aiming to evaluate a new module (Skills for Higher Education (HE), fifteen credits, HE level zero) designed to encourage vocational learners to progress into and through to HE. 
The study had a number of stages. Firstly, a systematic literature review of journal articles which was carried out to explore specific study skills/bridging courses for vocational learners that are available in England, and a scoping exercise explored the current provision of similar courses in the Staffordshire and Shropshire area. Two focus groups were carried out with staff and a questionnaire study was carried out using two questionnaires given to learners: one at the start of the course and one at the end. Finally a proportion of the learners beyond the course to establish their progression rates which are compared to national data. 
Data analysis resulted in a number of recommendations including:
· A number of barriers to HE learning became clear so in order to make these sorts of courses useful for learners it is important that they address any problems the learners may encounter such as lack of academic skills and practical constraints such as childcare, location and costs.

· This study showed an increased progression rate into HE when compared to national data; research needs to assess whether this effect translates into improved retention rates for vocational learners.
Introduction

The Leitch Review (2006) argues that the UK needs build its skills base to compete internationally and one way to meet this aim is to increase the numbers of learners progressing into higher education. Consequently there have been a number of interventions and innovations across England to meet this aim, including a variety concerning widening participation to Higher Education (HE).
Pokorny and Pokorny (2005) suggest that the UK government’s widening participation strategy has brought new pressure around progression and retention. They suggest curricula need to account for individual differences between learners and should not assume that learners can quickly become able to become independent learners on entry to higher education.  Hughes (2007) suggests that one solution to increased withdrawal rates in non-traditional groups is to provide good support.
There has been discussion around meeting the needs, including study skills needs, of non-traditional learners, including vocational learners, for some years in the literature.

Guest (2000) suggests that traditional entrants to HE start their courses with certain skills in place, for example, critical thinking skills and this is a prerequisite to entry. He suggests that non-traditional learners may not use the same skills and that courses such as access and level zero course have been designed to provide these learners with the skills to succeed to HE. 

Knox (2005) suggests that non-traditional learners need preparation to ‘bridge the gap’ between Further Education (FE) and HE and argues that a module developed to allow learners to understand, for example, key skills and assignment expectations, may help progression, retention and performance among this group of learners.

More recently, Fergy, Heatley, Morgan & Hodgson (2008) evaluated a study skills weekend course aimed towards learners from diverse educational backgrounds. They suggest that the course can facilitate emotional and academic preparation for study at a higher education level by focusing on raising learners self-confidence. 
The Staffordshire, Stoke-on-Trent, Shropshire, Telford & Wrekin Lifelong Learning Network (LLN) aims to create progression routes and agreements into and through HE for vocational learners in identified vocational sectors in line with local skill needs. 
One of the projects lead by the LLN has been the development of a new module (Skills for Higher Education, fifteen credits, HE level zero) designed to encourage vocational learners to progress into and through to HE. 
The Skills for HE module covers a number of topics such as research skills and techniques, developing critical thinking skills, academic writing, reflective learning and presentation skills. The course was assessed by portfolio and learners also had the opportunity to do a non-assessed presentation at the end of the course. Learners were provided with a CDRom containing the course materials to allow them to access information outside the classroom. All the learners had one-to-one tutorials with the course tutor. 
Research Questions

1. What further and higher education bridging module/study skills courses are available nationally?

2. What further and higher education bridging module/study skills courses are available regionally?
3. What are the learners’ opinions about the Skills for HE course?


4. What are FE and HE staffs’ opinion of the course?
5. How do the progression rates compare to national statistics?
Method
This study is exploratory and adopts several research methods to explore the research questions including a literature review, scoping exercise, focus groups with HE and FE staff (n=9), pre (n=63) and post (n=50) course questionnaires with learners and learning tracking (n=49). The literature review aimed to investigate the national picture whereas the scoping exercise focused on local courses. Focus groups with staff allowed the researcher to gain in depth information about the course and questionnaires with the learners allowed data collection from as large a sample as was possible. The learner tracking allowed the team to compare the progression rates of learners on the course into HE.
Ethical Considerations

Due to the nature of the research a successful fast track ethical application was made through Staffordshire University. All the institutions involved were approached to ascertain whether any access permissions were needed and these were put in place where necessary. All participants received a study information letter and gave their written informed consent prior to the study.  All data was stored securely in accordance with the Data Protection Act (HMSO 1998).  
Literature Review

A systematic literature review of peer reviewed journal articles was carried out to explore specific study skills/bridging courses for vocational learners in both FE and HE institutions.
The inclusion and exclusion criteria were:

· Articles from 2000 - older articles will be out of date due to the fast changing educational climate.
· Research based in England - other countries will be operating within a different educational system.
· Research articles only i.e. no letters, opinion pieces etc.
· Articles evaluating specific study skills/bridging courses for vocational learners (may be stand alone or embedded and may be aimed at other groups of learners as well).

A variety of databases were searched including EBSCO and ERIC, using a number of research terms for example, access course, bridg* course and foundation course. Where necessary the terms ‘education’, ‘student’, ‘vocational learner’ and ‘widening participation’ were used to refine searches, for example when the searches resulted in very large numbers of hits. Initially the literature review uncovered more than 10,000 hits, 103 full texts were read and eighteen met the inclusion and exclusion criteria and were included in the review.
Scoping exercise

A scoping exercise explored specific study skills/bridging courses for vocational learners in both FE and HE institutions in the local area. All prospectuses were systematically searched in electronic and paper formats. A list of all appropriate courses was compiled, and recorded with as much detail as was available.  This was followed with telephone calls and/or emails to all of the relevant institutions to fill in any missing details about specific courses.

Focus Groups

Purposive sampling was used to ensure a mix of staff from the five colleges delivering the course, the private training provider and the four universities in the Network were involved. Two focus groups were held with a total of nine participants. One participant, who was responsible for designing the course, attended both focus groups.
Questionnaires

Data were collected from learners who completed the course in 2008 or 2009; all learners were invited to participate. They attended a variety of courses at five FE colleges, a private training provider and a University. The learners were from a variety of disciplines including Health and Social Care and Teaching Assistants. The pre course questionnaire aimed to evaluate what the learners expected from the course and their future plans, the post-course questionnaire evaluated the course. 
Learner Tracking
Where possible learners were tracked into the academic year after they had completed the course to ascertain if they had successfully progressed onto HE courses.
Analysis 
The articles were reviewed to identify the main themes, and a random ten percent sample of papers were reviewed by a second reviewer to establish inter-rater reliability. Inter-rater reliability between the two reviewers was high, with very little disagreement found. A number of details were collected from the article, where available, including funding sources, location, course level, method and analysis.
The focus group data were explored using thematic analysis. The thematic analysis involved the data being read and re-read until common themes and contradictions emerged. These were grouped together using a word-processing package and given descriptive names. A portion of data was analysed by a second researcher to ensure reliability. The themes derived by both researchers were very similar illustrating good inter-rater reliability. The quantitative data from the questionnaires were analysed using descriptive statistics; the qualitative data were either coded to be grouped into common themes or where that was not possible, the first response was taken. Test-retest reliability and content validity were measured on approximately a twenty percent sample of the total questionnaires, and showed good reliability and validity. For the learner tracking; a percentage was calculated to indicate the number of learners who had successfully progressed into HE after they had completed the course.
Results

Literature Review
Three articles stated the professional background of the first authors who were all staff working within universities. Five articles stated their funding sources which included the Economic and Social Research Council and the European Social Fund.

Seventeen articles included literature reviews, although two were short. Of the fifteen articles where ethical approval may have been needed, three stated they had gained ethical approval. 

Of the twelve articles that may have benefited from a pilot stage, two studies described a pilot stage, although one study only described piloting one of its tools 

Twelve articles used methods that may have been enhanced by using an appropriate sampling technique. Nine articles stated their sampling technique which included convenience, purposive and random methods. 

Of the fourteen articles that would have benefited from stating their sample size thirteen articles gave sample information, although it was not always complete. The sample sizes ranged from nine to a review article reviewing a total sample of 80,000. 

All of the articles discussed educational courses, twelve were HE courses, five were FE, and one was work-based and delivered in a HE centre. No literature reviews were eligible for inclusion in this review. 

The courses were delivered at a number of levels including NVQ levels two and three, access courses and HE levels zero to four. Some courses were stand alone, whereas others were larger courses with study skills elements embedded within them. A variety of learners were involved in the courses: FE, HE, vocational, work-based and traditional learners. Of the ten articles that stated the length of the course, the lengths varied from a weekend to three years, where elements were embedded within a full-time undergraduate degree course. The majority of work-based learners were employed in care or teaching settings. 

Scoping exercise

Ten institutions offer either Skills for HE type courses, or access courses; three offer one or more foundation courses or integrated foundation years as part of a degree course; and four offer a pre-access type course.  In the majority of cases the study skills element was embedded within a course, for example an access course or foundation degree, but there were a small number of standalone study skills courses. Most of the courses don’t have academic prerequisites but many do require an entrance interview. The majority of courses are part time, are about evenly split between daytime delivery, evening delivery and a choice between the two and all are delivered face-to-face.  All of the courses are aimed at mature learners, many are aimed at vocational learners too, and a much fewer number are also aimed at traditional learners. The biggest variation between all the courses appears to be regarding course fees.  This appears to vary by course and institution and also by year; the charge for the same course is not always consistent for consecutive cohorts. 
Focus Groups

The data revealed a number of themes which are illustrated using examples of quotes from the participants (further and higher education staff).
External Drivers

Participant 4: ‘I have to say the driver was to a degree, because the Nursing and Midwifery Council identified literacy and numeracy as criteria that needed to be looked at before people progressed into nursing.’
Study Skills in FECs/Sixth Forms and HEIs

Participant 9: ‘If they’re older learners they may have picked up quite a lot of good habits for study skills through work if they’re in the right environment. But eighteen year olds, particularly of they’ve been through school sixth forms rather than FE can come out with a very spoon-fed way of approaching their work, and so the concept of study skills and being independent is often not there.’
Participant 4: ‘The University employ people for study skills so we can identify learners and encourage them to make time on a one-to-one basis with people who are from that background and have got expertise in it, so there is a series of things the university offers to students.’ 

Types of Learners

Participant 6: ‘Was the course aimed primarily for students in FE?’
Participant 4: ‘It is for this group but for my group we advertised via a newspaper, ... the people that have rung, a few have worked in health, but lots are doing all sorts of things and they’ve just seen the advert in the newspaper and gone gosh an opportunity to get into university.’
Participant 8: ‘It seems to me this is the strength of it, it is people who are already in work.’
Barriers to Learning

These barriers included fear, commitment, academic skills, IT resources and skills, practical constraints, cultural differences and costs both to the institutions and the learners. 
Participant 1: ‘Certainly with our particular group they were still terrified even though it was going to be the group they had worked with quite closely, they were all still completely terrified of doing it, even the ones that were starting foundation degrees.’ 
Participant 8: ‘The research indicates that it isn’t entirely those things which are the barriers to higher education but it’s also things like the personal issues, the childcare, the money, the status and all those sorts of things as well.’ 

Learning Styles

Participant 8: ‘But people’s learning styles are different, you need to make sure things like visual, aural, oral, some people learn better with things in straight lines, all of that. It would be really, really nice if somebody could sit down with everybody who was a potential learner and say this is going to be the best for you.’
Learner Support
Participant 1: ‘A lot of ours probably was ad hoc, perhaps a coffee break in class, and then they would use that opportunity. Perhaps they were mature learners and they didn’t realise that they could have this time, they felt I just need you to show me this, am I on the right track, am I going down the right route with it… And very often it was just a quick phone call or something like that, this is going or that’s going on, and they are just after that reassurance more than anything else, they didn’t really need to sit there.’
Delivery

This theme included issues around timing, course flexibility, geographical location and alternative modes of delivery.
Participant 5: ‘...despite the fact we let everyone know time and everything were employers pulling them back into work. We’ve got a shortage come on in, you can’t go today, we’ve got a crisis come back in. And the girls are going no I don’t want to I’ve got to go on this course.’ 

Participant 2: ‘Which is why evening delivery or weekends or distance.’
Assessment

Participant 3: ‘How close does that actually replicate what they’re actually being asked to do in universities, I guess what you’re trying to do is a halfway house really.’
Retention

Participant 4: ‘I suppose in the longer term hopefully it will feed into well to retention because people will have a taste of university almost by doing this, by visiting and knowing their work is being moderated through a university and so on.’ 
Progression

Participant 2: ‘...as a result of the Lifelong Learning Network we’re obviously writing a progression agreement around that for those learners so they have very direct and in some cases guaranteed routes onto places in the faculty of health.’
The Perceived Problem with NVQs

Participant 3: ‘I think the trouble is, the college, we’ve always been classed as second class citizens, NVQ, when students come in.’
Success Stories

Participant 1: ‘Initially when she came on the course, the very first day, she was in tears by the end. But to see how she continued through the course and she came out a completely different person, she was absolutely transformed, she was thinking differently, she was ready to progress. She started off going I don’t know why I’m doing this and why they’re making me do it. She could see it and she wanted it and I think that was the biggest thing I saw.’
Questionnaires

Seventy learners completed the course at level zero. Some learners accessed the course as a stand-alone module, for some it was paired with a literacy and numeracy module and for the remainder it was delivered within another course for example, BTEC or NVQ level three. Sixty-three learners completed questionnaire A, questionnaire B was completed by fifty, with a total sample of seventy learners. The learners who did not complete the questionnaire were absent from the session when the data were collected. Sixty-four learners were female, six were male. Their ages ranged from seventeen to fifty-eight, the mean was thirty-one. For ease of interpretation the results are presented only for those learners present in each session. 
Questionnaire A: Pre Course Questionnaire

All learners had considered progressing to HE and intended to progress to a variety of courses with the most common being nursing and early years.
Learners heard about the course from a variety of sources with newspaper and college the most common. Ten learners stated they had not received enough information about the course before it had started.
Learners provided a number of reasons for being attracted to the course with academic development and time away from studies being the most frequently stated reason.  
When asked if there is anything we could do which would make the course more attractive, twenty-eight learners said no, three were unsure and seventeen did not respond. Of the remaining learners a responses included: being closer to home; essay writing, research and referencing and visiting a university.

Learners had a range of preferences for mode of delivery of the course with local college and training provider being the most popular. Learners stated would find a variety of topics useful; academic writing, all topics and referencing were the most common response. Learners preferred a variety of different forms of assessment with high numbers citing portfolio, followed by essay.
Thirty learners stated they would consider distance learning, twenty-nine would not and four did not respond. Nine of the sixty learners that responded were aware of being involved in any AimHigher activities.

Questionnaire B: Post Course Evaluation 

All the questions that employed a scale provided a choice of one to five where one was low (for example, not at all useful) and five was high (very useful).
Figure one shows the majority of learners found the CDRom easy or very easy to use. Figure two shows that the majority of the learners found it useful or very useful. 

Figure One: How Easy Was the CDRom to Use (n=50)?
[image: image2.png]Five

Four

Three

Two

One

Noresponse

10

15

20

25





Figure Two: How Useful Was the CDRom (n=50)?
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When asked about what the best aspect of the CDRom was, the learners gave a number of responses, the most common being the information included and that is was easy to navigate. Eleven learners suggested improvements to the CDRom including easier to explain and get it earlier.
Figure three shows that most of the learners found the course useful or very useful and all but two of the learners stated the tutors were approachable or very approachable. The learners gave a number of examples of the best aspect of the course with academic content, everything, tutor and tutorials being the most frequently stated as show in figure eleven.

Figure Three: How Useful Did You Find the Course overall (n=50)?
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The learners stated a number of things they would like to see improved such as provision of a certificate on completion of the course, more one-to-one with tutors and easier access to computers. A number of learners commented on the delivery of the course with a number suggesting the course should be longer or shorter. A number of learners commented that the module should be delivered in conjunction with a numeracy and literacy module.
Figure four shows that most learners found the course assessment appropriate or very appropriate. Figure five shows that the majority of learners reported the feedback from the assessment was useful or very useful. The learners stated a number of useful aspects to the assessment with academic content, opportunity to reflect on progress and tutor support the most frequent responses. Three learners suggested ways that the assessment process could be improved: correct individual papers, more in depth feedback and to try and explain more.
Figure Four: How appropriate was the course assessment (n=50)?
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Figure Five: What Was the Most Useful Aspect of the Assessment (n=50)?
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Figure six shows that most learners were very satisfied with the overall organisation and administration. Figure seven shows that the majority of learners found the level of student support appropriate or very appropriate. 
Figure Six: How Satisfied Have You Been With the Overall Organisation and Administration of the Course (n=50)?
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Figure Seven: How Appropriate Was the Level of Student Support Available (n=50)?
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All of the seventeen learners who reported that they needed reasonable adjustments all stated these needs were met. Forty-five of the fifty learners started they would recommend the course to other learners, one did not respond.  Of the four who stated they would not recommend the course to other learners their comments were:
Not useful, boring, got talked to like kids, dragged on too much, got treated like kids too, didn't learn anything.

Didn't like the course, didn't like the tutors, didn't like how it was taught, didn't learn anything

Not suitable for the level at as we have learnt these things already.

Some bits were useful but not all of it, was boring at times.

These learners were all from the same cohort and were accessing the course as part of a BTEC.

Further Comments from Questionnaires A and B

The learners made a number of positive comments about the course. For example one learner stated:
‘I feel that the course provides a 'paddling in' to getting back into HE, rather than 'plunging in' and feeling over-whelmed. A great confidence builder.’
Learner Tracking
It was possible to track forty-nine of the original seventy learners. Of those fifty-five percent had progressed into higher education in the academic year following completion of the course.

Discussion

Literature Review
A variety of research methods and analysis were used, from interviews analysed by thematic analyses to quantitative studies analysed inferential statistics. A number of studies utilised method triangulation in order to explore the picture more fully. Some articles used a pre and post course evaluation and others were longitudinal, investigating changes over time. Not all articles were research based, some focused on describing and reflecting on initiatives.
Themes arising from the literature

A number of common themes arose from the literature. Some of authors acknowledged that recently the learner population has changed due to government widening participation policies (for example, Knox, 2005). Additionally several papers suggested there can be gaps in the skills of vocational learners when compared to traditional learners (for example, Guest, 2000). A number of authors cited that their initiative had improved vocational learners performance in an HE environment (for example, Bailey, Derbyshire, Harding, Middleton, Rayson & Syson, 2007). Several papers suggested that further research is need to establish the differences between different groups of learners and the support they need (for example, Rhodes, Bill, Biscomb, Nevill & Bruneau, 2002). Many papers concluded that initiatives such as the one they had evaluated were a good way to promote vocational learner progression and retention, and therefore meet the government’s widening participation agenda (for example, Tierney & Slack 2005).
Limitations Found 
The authors highlighted a number of limitations including small sample sizes, uncontrollable variables and the lack of a control group.

The literature review highlights a number of issues. There is a large amount of information missing, including information about ethics, piloting and gaps in the descriptions of methods. This means that it is sometimes difficult to rely on the conclusions drawn by the authors.

The vast majority of articles collected data from learners, two collected data from staff and none data from employers. Considering many articles focused on work-based learners or work-based learning it is interesting to note this gap, which means that the overall findings from this research are effectively one-sided. 

Scoping Exercise
This exercise was intended to look at the current provision of Skills for HE teaching in the Network area.  The courses are aimed at non-traditional learners as a more flexible approach in regards to entry requirements, delivery times, and assessment methods makes it accessible to a much wider range of people, such as those who have been out of education for some time or who have family/work commitments to schedule around.

It is perhaps worth noting that a learner wanting to access comparable information on similar courses so as to decide which to apply for would have quite a lot of trouble doing so, as a lot of the information is either not readily available on the internet or in prospectuses or is not clearly presented.  This includes course fees and the qualification that would be gained. This may be particularly problematic for work-based learners who are not already accessing information from a college or university.
Focus Groups

The thematic analysis of the data elicited twelve main themes. The course appears suitable for a variety of learners; those from different disciplines and at different stages in their careers. Participants suggested that study skills teaching was available in school sixth forms, FECs and HEIs but suggested that the consistency of this could be variable.

Participants cited a number of barriers to learning for level three vocational learners including fear, commitment, academic skills, IT resources and skills, practical constraints, cultural differences and costs for both the institutions and the learners. Participants expressed concern about learners having different learning styles and whether the course could accommodate this and discussed the need for flexible, ad hoc learner support that was designed to meet the needs of this group of learners. Participants discussed a number of issues around delivery including timing, course flexibility, alternative modes of delivery, learner support, and the geographical location of the course. Participants discussed the relevance of the assessment including that it was the right quantity and prepared learners for university.

Participants argued losing learners could be a problem and that the course could improve retention by giving learners a taste of university and changing their perception about university. Participants suggested that progression through HE could cause difficulties and argued that the progression agreements of the course, for example, guaranteeing an interview for a university course were positive. They were also positive about being able to do the course and then step into HE at a later date.

A really interesting theme was around the perceived problem with NVQ learners with the participants expressing their concerns that NVQ learners are viewed as second class citizens, who are not academically able.

Arguably the most positive theme from the data was the story of the way a particular learner had developed from being terrified at the outset of the course to being able carry out her presentation at the end of the course and her readiness to progress to an HE course.  
Questionnaires

Overall the course was evaluated very positively, with the majority of learners responding that the the course was useful and tutors were approachable. They also agreed that the assessment was appropriate and the feedback useful. Furthermore the majority agreed that the CDRom was easy to use and the content was useful. Most agreed that the organisation and administration of the course was good as was the level of student support. Just over half the learners stated that they they would consider distance learning although a number would not; this finding may require further investigation to understand how distance learning materials should be developed for this course and why some learners are not interested in distance learning. Interestingly only nine of the learners believed they had been involved in AimHigher activities, although they may not have been aware of the brand but still been involved. One interesting finding from the questionnaires is that the learners suggested that the course could be offered in more flexible ways, to better suit their needs, including in the evening or over a shorter or longer period of time. 
Learner Tracking
Forty-nine learners were tracked beyond the course and of these fifty-five percent progressed. This is arguably the most pertinent result as national figures illustrate that progression figures for NVQ level three learners and advanced apprenticeships are  three percent onto non work-based HE and five percent onto  work-based HE (Gittoes, 2009). Progression figures into HE for BTEC learners are forty-one percent (Gittoes, 2007).
Recommendations 

This project has resulted in a number of recommendations which are drawn from the findings of the literature review, scoping exercise, focus groups, course questionnaires and learner tracking.

Course Development

Planning
· HE staff must review support services and study skills courses in response to dialogue with FE staff.

· Providing courses for non-traditional students can be very time consuming and this needs to be taken into account by the course organisers.  
· It is important that innovative teaching methods are explored.

· Educational environments need to be arranged in ways which promote deep learning approaches and facilitate independent learning.

· Courses should be designed to be cost effective to the institutions delivering them.
Delivery
· Alternative modes of delivery should be considered, for example running the course over a shorter or longer time period, running the course at different times of day or at weekends, and running the course as a blended or distance learning course; without compromising the quality of the learning process.
Evaluation
· Education providers need to evaluate the curriculum thoroughly to ensure that new initiatives meet learner needs.

Marketing

· Material about courses must be coherently presented both in paper and electronic form and kept as up-to-date as possible. 
· Any negative perceptions of NVQ level three vocational learners should be tackled.
Preparing Learners

· Where learners do not have access to a course such as this one, it is vitally important that they have access to adequate study skills advice, particularly if they intend to progress to HE.
· Further work is needed around how to prepare learners for success in HE to allow them to build on credit from their FE qualifications and work-based learning. 

· Staff need to ensure the guidance given meets the needs of the learners’ concerned. 

· Staff should offer support if there are barriers around transition to HE for learners such as fear, lack of academic skills, lack of IT skills or access to IT, cultural differences and practical constraints such as childcare, location and costs.
These recommendations, taken together, would ensure that the course was accessible by a large cohort of vocational learners and would further engage learners into and through higher education.
Further Research

Further qualitative research is needed to examine the issues in more depth and quantitative research to provide generalisable findings. More longitudinal studies are needed to examine whether the positive effects of courses remain over time. Future work should investigate the opinions of the employers that the learners work for or that they may work for in the future. Arguably the most pressing research would investigate whether the results of the learner tracking, which illustrate a considerable improvement on national figures for vocational learner progression into HE would be replicated if the study used a larger sample size. 
Limitations
There are a number of limitations to this study. Firstly the sample size of seventy learners is reasonably small. The findings would be more robust with a larger sample size. Secondly there were a number of absences form the classes both at the beginning and at the end, the absences at the end may be quite influential as they could represent learners who have decided not to complete the course or who felt unable to take part in the end of course class presentation exercise, so it would have been useful to gather data from them.

Conclusion

To conclude, there is a variety of work that could be done to build on the recommendations presented. For example, it is important that existing gaps in study skills are understood and appropriate courses are planned and delivered. Furthermore it is essential that these courses are thoroughly evaluated and meet the needs of both learners and their employers. 
Although there are a variety of similar courses offered across the network, none are offered as a blended course e.g. using distance/e-learning. However the Network is due to pilot a blended learning version of the Skills for HE module and this will be evaluated using the pre and post questionnaire designed for this study.
It is important to note that in its current form the level zero version of the Skills for HE module is unable to attract funding from the Learning and Skills Council or the Higher Education Funding Council for England. Hopefully the results from this study make a case for future funding but if this is not possible then other funding models may need to be considered. One possibility would be running the course at level one, for example, by embedding it in foundation degrees, and this is already the case in one faculty of the university involved. This may well help learners progress through HE but it would not meet the aim of progressing learners into HE. 
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